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Summary: A Spartan, a hitwoman; frigid dark hair and gnawed lips, 
she's thinking of a dozen gratuitous ways to murder the man opposite 
her. She'll need to decide on one once the phone rings, and she's 
expecting it to. A pistol, a knife, and a cell phone all within her 
reach, she's ready to be used like a restless pen scribbling words to 
the pace of domineering, more self-assured dictation. 


1. One (or She Awakes) 

Part One: She Awakes An Immigrant Smuggled Through Time 

Atop the sterile surface of a folding table, a cell phone rests 
innocently between the marka€"a man, black-bagged and ziptied to a 
rustic looking kitchen stoola€"and the operative. A hitwoman; frigid 
dark hair and gnawed lips, she's thinking of a dozen gratuitous ways 
to murder the man opposite her. She'll need to decide on one once the 
phone rings, and she's expecting it to. She doesn't know when, just 
that it will. But she needs to be patient. 

She sits unnaturally still as if tied herself, limbs restrained from 
any unpermitted tics or twitches. She's so quiet, she suspects the 
man doesn't even know she's in the same room as hima€"that she's been 
here for the past twenty-seven minutes, sharing with him this space 
of malicious intent that is so immaculately arranged, stapled and 
draped ceiling to floor with slaughterhouse plastic. 

A loaded 9mm pistol has been placed closest to the edge of the table 
and a suppressor lies nearby, positioned like an enticing suggestion. 
Not imperative, but there if she needs it, maybe, perhaps. Its ugly 
wasp nest tip just barely touches the matte barrel at an angle, 
compliant to the subtle power held over it by the tiny tilt of an 
uneven table leg underneath. A defect imperceptible by a casual 
glance except when the thought suddenly occurs to you that something 
isn't quite right. A crystalline glass with a crooked waterlinea€"an 
aggravating error that needs to be corrected and can be. 



In a precise movement, her fingertips make contact with rubber and 
her wrist pivots to straighten out the wayward accessory. The noise 
is like a polite throat-clear. A warning growl in the silence. It 
gets the man's attention, and his head perks up. His nervous inhale 
sucks in the thin material, gluing the bag to the front of his face 
until she can make out the contours of his concave eye sockets, 
pointed nose, and open mouth. He's a tortured face in the throes of a 
scream under the scratches of Munch's sadistic pastels, eyes gouged 
and tongue carved out . 

But she knows what he really looks like because she's stared at him 
every day for a week. In return, she doesn't believe he's seen her, 
or that he'll recognize her if he has. She'd been a tight shadow, 
non-existent to the oblivious; or a hazy face in a crowd, nose buried 
in teacups always, inconspicuous at worst. However, that dance is all 
over with. Secrecy and subtlety are no longer required, now that she 
has him all to herself. He is the problem that needs solving, and 
soon, maybe. She doesn't like uncertainty. 

There's a camera leering over her shoulder, propped up by a tripod. 
It's not recording, though. At least, not yet. It hasn't been 
positioned to make her uncomfortable. She isn't the unwilling, 
unaware subject being fed to hungry eyes. She's more like the 
director and has the camera where she wants it, perfectly centred and 
white-balanced and everything. All so they'll see everything and make 
no mistake about it. The humane way to go about would be to pick up 
the 9mm and shoot him in the f oreheada€"him unsuspect inga€"but this 
method is problematic to whatever she is supposed to accomplish. 
There'll be no way to identify who she's just killed, and she wants 
them to know and understanda€"whoever will be watching. And although 
she's been told the room is soundproofed, she's still skeptical. Her 
neighbours are in close proximity and she's certain the walls are as 
thin as they look. 

So her hand naturally gravitates to the hilt of a knife calmly set 
beside the pistol when she walks through all the steps of the 
procedure in her head. The serrated tool is louder and angrier than 
any firearm you can give her and she suspects this is the sole reason 
why it's been laid out for her in the first placea€"the bound man is 
soft skin and a lot of blood. A bullet is underwhelming and never 
looks like it does in cinema, lacking the red, punchy melodrama of 
postproduction. In reality, it's over too fast and only momentarily 
shocking, ending in ambiguity rather than graphic finality. The 
pistol sends a message; the knife delivers the detached pinkie in a 
foreboding envelope. Yet she still hasn't decided, and she hates this 
uncertainty . 

The cell phone remains in its place, untouched and rarely glanced at. 
An archaic contraption that'll never leave the inside of this safe 
house. Despite her being in a town that still hasn't caught up to 
modern times completelya€"more dirt roads than paved ones, rusty 
automobiles parked forever in ditches, ramshackle farmhouses 
disappearing into rebellious olive grovesa€"the phone definitely 
can't be reintroduced. It's a dead technology, long replaced by 
weightless cloud computing. Nobody here has one. Nobody except for 
the operative and whoever she is expecting a call from. 

It's extremely outdated even by her timea€"her own time. It's 
important to make this distinction because the operative fell asleep 
Yesterday and woke up Tomorrow, the Tomorrow she and everyone 



fantasized about when their Today was on the verge of collapse and 
nothing indicated a hopeful deviation in their fiery, downwards 
course. She'd gone to sleep uncertain, reassured that everything will 
be all right by a woman who's looked after her ever since she can 
remember, and who she thinks she loves but can't be sure (if she 
does, and if she might love her back) and has never asked. 

She hopes, though, because for this woman, the operative is sitting 
in this plastic room, a pistol, a knife, and a cell phone all within 
her reach, herself ready to be used like a restless pen scribbling 
words to the pace of domineering, more self-assured dictation. She 
both dreads and craves to hear those gentle, encouraging whispers on 
the other end of the phonea€"when it'll ring. Soon, she both dreads 
and craves. She continues to gaze at the mark opposite her, a man 
she's been thinking about murdering for the last week, and both 
hostages wait for the call. 

# 

The receptionist of this hooker hotel is helpful enough. He asks no 
questions when he slides a greasy key-card across the ink-scored 
front desk. Rachel tweezes at it almost surgically between black 
finger forceps, her leather gloves lustrous in the mouldy light that 
settles over the tiny room masquerading as a lobby. She holds it away 
from herself, tempering whatever contagion that could possibly be 
spread from the crusty thing, when she adjusts her handbag and 
crosses the floor to the stairwell. She knows that the sweaty 
receptionist will stare at her ass when she climbs it and takes the 
bend out of view, her pointed boots thumping on thinning carpet and 
hollow wood all the way to the fourth floor. 

Old, narrow hallway; wilting wall sconces and cobwebs. Rachel 
traverses its length and receives a passing glance from a scrawny 
couple headed in the opposite direction. They are kitschy scarves, 
knit caps, and for him, a ratty mechanic's jacket with a name that's 
not his own stitched on the breast pocket. Rachel doesn't belong here 
among the low rent, no-wave set dressing; the cigarette tarred 
ceiling and wallpapera€"and the crocheted patches where the gunk was 
scraped off, thrust over some flame, and sucked in again. Her pallid 
blonde hair is too bright for this place. 

Rachel finally reaches her door and walks in. She doesn't blink when 
she sees a younger man sitting on the bed, back to her and hunched 
over. She recognizes Julian from behind: his dark hair, and the fact 
that she knows this is his rooma€"the receptionist was helpful 
enough. There's another woman by the bathroom, leaned up against the 
doorframe there, lanky arms folded over her bare breasts. Behind 
dollar store lashes and Cleopatra eyeliner, her gaze flits from 
Rachel to the back of Julian's head, then Rachel again. "Who the fuck 
are you?" she demands. "His mom?" 

Julian turns a bit. Rachel can see he's been crying. She says to the 
woman, "Did he already pay you?" 

"Yeah. " 

"Then get the fuck out." 


The woman is indifferent. She pulls on a tube top and swipes her 
purse from off the nightstand while Rachel watches and waits. She's 



completely still as the woman moves past her to leave in her wobbly, 
cantankerous way. Then, standing in the trickled light of the 
hallway, the woman pauses to say: "Yeah, okay. Limp-dick cocksucker's 
all yours." The door slams. There's just the quiet murmur of a dusty 
television in the corner of the room. 

Rachel circles the bed lazily. Julian keeps his eyes on her boots, 
even as she comes to a stop in front of him. His trousers lie on the 
hotel floor. She says to him, "Marie called me. Dinner was ready an 
hour ago." Finally a react iona€" Julian winces when he hears the name. 
Rachel watches him carefully. "Why aren't you picking up?" 

She follows the involuntary flicker in his eyes. There is a craggy 
paper bag on the desk. Rachel opens it and looks inside it for a long 
time. She crumples it back up and turns back to Julian. She says, 
"Does my daughter know she married such a useless, little 
cunt ? " 


Julian swallows. He says, "You saw the press release." 

Rachel did. 

"You know what it means." 

Rachel does. 

"I'm out once the deal is finalized. Investors are calling for me to 
hang myself with my belt. How did you even find me?" 

"My contact book isn't filled with friends," Rachel says. "It's with 
people who owe me one." 

Julian says, "Are you going to tell Marie?" 

"No." Rachel's response is instant and straight. She didn't take a 
second to even consider ita€"she, especially, understands the value 
of a secret. The secret as a weapon. She used to be ONI Section 
Zeroa€"blackest of black. She's retired now. She asks, "Have you 
spoken to your dad yet?" 

Julian doesn't reply. He isn't even taking calls from his wife, 

Marie, who Rachel imagines is obediently waiting at home over a 
bubbling pot of spaghetti. Of course Julian hasn't reached out to his 
father. Rachel knows that the man, Terry Stanton, has probably heard 
the news for himself anda€"knowing Terry Stantona€"has probably left 
voice messages for his son to the effect of telling him to hang 
himself with his belt. Because greatest-generation, rock-steady Terry 
personally coined the advertising catchphrase "Stanton strong" a 
decade ago when he was in charge and trucking the rubble away from 
Old Mombasa, and right now Julian is anything but; he is a withered 
mess of a person hiding in a dingy hotel room, and Rachel can see his 
shriveled penis tucked between his legs, partially obscured by the 
dirty sheets. Stanton Industries is a massive corporate entity that 
thrived following the reconstruction of the devastated East African 
city; it is an empire Terry built from the ground up, and one that he 
had bequeathed to his heir upon his retirement a year ago, fourteen 
profitable years after the end of the big war. 


He has, however, a right to be furious now as Julian is almost 
certainly days (if not hours) away from being shamefully ousted as 



CEO of Stanton Industries. 


Rachel says, "So what happened, and who the hell is Annex 
Global?" 

Julian clears his throat. "They came out of nowhere. There are half a 
dozen corporations a hundred times bigger than Annex that are 
competing for the contract. Somehow Annex is at the head of the 
running . " 

Like she's conducting an interrogation, Rachel is curt, her questions 
driven and relentless. "What does the contract net?" 

"150 billion over seven years," Julian tells her. "I... thought we 
had it in the bag. For all the work we did in MombasaaC"" 

"How did you lose it?" 

"Do you read The Sun?" 

"I don't make it a point." 

"They ran a story yesterday about Stanton rebuilding Mombasa with the 
ground-up bones of UNSC Marines." 

"It was libellous?" 

"It was true," Julian says, "but who isn't digging up the outer 
colonies for materials? Winger's a goddamn Torrie. He's had it out 
for us since we backed Gaulin's campaign last 
yeara€"publicly . " 

Rachel nods. The conservative columnist is a dying breed, especially 
in this post-war slump. She knows that Jerry Winger and the rest of 
them are bitter that they can't peddle their war bond-fear mongering 
bullshit like they did at the height of the war. But obviously 
someone at Space Command is an admirer of Winger's rambling. 

"Winger made a lot of friends back then," Julian says. 

"It was a good time to be a defense contractor." 

"It's _always_ a good time to be a defense contractor." 

This makes Rachel think. She's somewhere inside her head when she 
suddenly asks him, "How much is Annex Global worth?" 

Julian looks up at her. "I can make a call and get a figure for 
you . " 

"Don't. From this point on, you're not to go anywhere near this 
thing. Do you understand?" 

"Yes," he says, meekly. 

"Good boy." Rachel comes closer to him, her knees nearly touching 
his. She strokes the underside of his jaw with a gloved finger, then 
her hand closes around his throat for a moment, and Julian shivers 
appreciatively. He reaches for the folds of her skirt. Rachel thinks 
of spaghetti spattered on a stovetop somewhere. When she feels his 



fingernails on the inside of her thigh, she cruelly slaps his wrist 
awaya€"she looks almost repulsed by him. But she says, "Not 
tonight . " 

Rachel moves away and reapplies her lipstick, peering into the 
vanity. Despite the grunginess of the room, she decides she likes the 
dim lighting. Here she's a soft-featured, three-point lit beauty but 
with the eyes of an old woman. There's no cosmetic lift to disguise 
those tired, jagged things. She is well aware of the trouble she 
wants to go looking for. She picks up the paper bag from the desk and 
conceals it in her handbag before leaving. She tells Julian, "Just go 
home . " 

Julian, standing up from the bed, begins, "My dad..." 

"Let me talk to Terry," Rachel says. Pinched between her fingers, she 
has already retrieved her palm-sized, leather bound contact book. 
"I'll take care of everything." 


# 

Twenty six hours later, Brooklyn Fields wakes up in her titanium 
casket. She has no control over her soaked, jellyfish limbs that 
quiver with renewed life. She expels the breath of air that she's 
held in her lungs for fifteen years. While consciously trying to even 
out her frantic gasps, she peers through the frosty pane. Eager eyes 
stare back. Hands are leisurely clasped. She's a spectacle, an 
unearthed museum piece for a predatory audience. She has a feeling 
she's only breathing again because she has a function to fulfil. But 
whether she likes it or not, she is ready to be used. 

THE FOREVER SOLDIER 


2 . Two 

Brooke's cranial nerves are just fine. The woman who performed the 
examinat iona€"simple commands to determine the necessary: can you 
see? Can you hear? Can you follow? (Can you kill ? ) a€"repeat s this 
valuable assessment to Rachel, who stands a solitary two metres away, 
watching wordlessly. Throughout the exam, Rachel remained in place 
neither smiling or frowninga€"a wintry expression of critical 
neutralitya€"while the woman proved that Brooke was normal. 

Undamaged, a term Brooke overhears. Functioning satisfactorily. 

Just fine. 

She can't tell whether or not this is good news or bad to 
Rachela€"her expression didn't change hearing this. Brooke is 
suddenly afraid that Rachela€"who she has always reverently known as 
Doctor Wellsa€"isn ' t looking for "satisfactorily." That damning 
pronouncement of mediocrity. It makes Brooke want to beg for a retest 
because she knows she can do better and doesn't ever want to 
disappoint the doctor, Rachel, who watched wordlessly while her hired 
stooge demonstrated Brooke's apparently middling abilities (could she 
see? Could she hear? Could she follow?) like a trainer showing off to 
a stern judge her tidily shorn and coiffed Poodle, its naked body 
never not long-limbed and awkward. But see how intelligent she is. 

How obedient. She can do tricks, tooa€"just watch. 



Rachel approaches and musters a smile, feigning contentment that 
feels to Brooke more like passable satisfaction over the results. But 
when she places her shiny, black hand just behind Brooke's left ear 
and rubs her cheek with her thumb, Brooke almost brings herself to 
believe it was just an innocent check-up, and that the doctor could 
be happy with her thawed body that is functioning just fine. Rachel's 
hair is paler than before, more unnaturally coloured and simply less. 
They are signs of aging and decay that Brooke missed out on while she 
herself was preserved and living forever in her icy slumber. Brooke 
used to think they looked alike, although she's never shared this 
observation with the doctor or anyone. 

Then, unexpectedly, Rachel pulls Brooke into a taut hug. Brooke wraps 
her arms around the small of Rachel's back, unfamiliar with the 
motion. Her breath caresses Brooke's own blonde hair as she whispers, 
"I'm so glad you're not broken." 

They are surrounded by stacks of rusty shipping containers in a 
cathedral-peaked warehouse. Brooke was an expedited delivery; Rachel 
paid for the best in shipping and handling. Brooke suspects the crate 
she arrived in has painted on its side which end should face up, and 
a snotty, high-cut wineglass there to emphasize its importance. But 
if the cryotube was damaged in some way and Brooke came out of her 
sleep with a starved brain, she wonders what Rachel might have done 
if that were the case. Would she get a refund on damaged goods? A 
replacement ? 

Would she hold her in the same, pampering way she does 
now? 

# 

Later, Rachel and Brooke sit in the back seat of an oily black car 
speeding down Number 1. Marble chin fused to her shoulder like she's 
a brooding Rodin, Brooke's eyes dart and recover as the world rushes 
by her rain flecked pane. It's moving too fast, too far out of her 
control, and all she can do is grit her teetha€"bore a hole through 
the unconvincing seatbelt she grips between petulant, wormy fingers. 
Feet wrapped in woolly socks forced in suffocating leather boots, 
Brooke is a corseted Russian doll held captive by Rachel's 
hyena-gleaming buckles and straps. The cramped backseat already feels 
more confining than her previous shoebox purgatory, stacked somewhere 
in Rachel's tidy closet that isn't supposed to exist. The window 
doesn't frame the world that has already forgotten Brooke, it 
captures her in her natural habitata€"or as close an imitation as 
they can geta€"and presents her this way. She's an offering tethered 
to a choke-chain seatbelt, surrounded on all sides by safety glass 
she might claw at but can never seem to break, while everyone passes 
by her tiny life. 

"Who are you thinking about?" 

Etching a floral design on the milky pane with a fingernail, Brooke 
says, "No one." 

"Is that right?" 


Brooke lugs her heavy head to face Rachel and tucks the cold digit 
underneath the bend of her knee. "Who would I be thinking about?" 



"I wouldn't know." Rachel has her eyes on the road ahead where the 
lane reflectors urgently wave the car onward. "You're just quiet 
tonight . " 

Brooke says nothing. 

Rachel says to the driver up front, "Let's get some music back here," 
and neon-puddle, pornographic jazz wipes away all existence of Brooke 
in the backseat. Front-facing Rachel is always headed in one 
direct iona€"the world that rips by her periphery goes unnoticed or 
unacknowledged and she never looks back. 

But her effortless inquiry that's already evaporated is more noxious 
than she intended because now Brooke does begin to think of 
someonea€"she sinks into her seat and wonders where he might be. She 
misses his smile that she remembers, an upwards tug that was both a 
welcoming smirk and a smug hello the first time she met him. She 
didn't catch his name as he walked away, so that's all he was for a 
while: a smirk-smile over the shoulder of a sleek two-piece suit. 
Right now he's the tick-tap of stuttering, machine gun keys; velvety 
cigarette smoke reaching up from a too-full ashtray; the whispered 
whir of a dozen yellowing clocks on the wall as she stares after him. 
He is garage-sale filing cabinets, the smell of new whiteboard 
markers, sealed manila envelopes and fat ringed binders. He's another 
world Brooke wants to return to, not this surreal, midnight state she 
woke up in. She hopes he's waiting for her, somewhere. Then Rachel is 
two fingers through a part in the blinds and a rap on the glass; she 
tears Brooke's attention away from the man and drags her into her 
office . 

The car stops outside a high-rise on a clean residential street and 
Rachel undoes her seatbelt. Brooke reaches to do the same, but 
Rachel's hand descends on hers. 

"Oh, no, Brooke. I don't think that's a good idea, honey." 

Her gentle touch is loaded with the Roman cruelty of a railroad spike 
being driven through the soft skin of her palm; Brooke is a betrayed 
martyr. It's the sensation of the crushing point of all of Rachel's 
weight thrown on a single stiletto heel. She is pinned and bitten, 
and can't help the fluttery feeling of unexpected 
disappointment . 

"I've got a place all ready for you. You'll stay there tonight." 
Rachel unzips her handbag and hands her a lumpy paper bag. Brooke 
doesn't need to open it to place its distinguished curves and 
familiar weight. A .38 snub, probably. Where is she going that Rachel 
thinks she might need it? 

The doctor opens the door and slinks a leg over the side. The thought 
of her disappearing into the long night touches Brooke and she 
becomes worried she may not have another chance, so she hastily asks: 
"Benson . " 

Rachel stops. 

"I need to know." 


Rachel weighs her answer carefully before replying. "I've looked, but 
all reports are unanimous. Nothing's surfaced since then to suggest 



otherwise"a€"a deep breath that Brooke feels in her guta€""that 
Spartan 000 was killed in action in 2552. He never made it off Reach. 
I ' m sorry . " 

Brooke is surprised that the news hurts her this much. She doesn't 
show it, though, and she never will. Not to anyone. Voice like broken 
teeth and a bleeding tongue, she says, "I see. Thank you. 

Doctor . " 

"I'll see you in the morning, Brooklyn." 

With the slam of the car door, Rachel returns to the world outside, 
leaving Brooke alone once more. She's one of the few who can just 
pass through. She never stays long, just long enough to play for a 
bit until she is satisfied. Then she'll put Brooke back in her glass 
cage where she found her. 

The car whisks Brooke across the city where boutiques and charming 
cafes fall away to East Hastings grocers with doomsday barred windows 
and doors; lonely stoplights and saxophone street corners; the 
shopping cart rattles and crazy murmurs of all of the city's 
homeless. Brooke is dropped off on the sidewalk here with a set of 
keys and the revolver-shaped paper bag stuffed into her pocket. With 
its strangled puttering, the car is an evil U-boat slipping into the 
foggy sea beyond the familiar cove. Then it is out of sight and 
earshot. Brooke finds the address nearby and takes the stairs up to 
what she discovers is a utility-grade one bedroom 
apartment . 

Tonight, she dreams of Benson who passed through her life, too. He's 
a face from another life that's really the same one she's living 
because the apartment Rachel has her shacked up in suggests nothing 
has really changed. She went to sleep Yesterday, woke up Tomorrow, 
and will soon just resume a life stuck on pause. It's a suggested 
return to normalcy that is both comforting and deadening. Always on 
the job, ready to kill. 

Anyway, in her dream they stand in front of a bathroom mirror, their 
hair equally damp, bare skin equally scrubbed. Benson is bent over 
the sink, a toothbrush sticking out of his mouth. He makes funny 
faces at himself; smiles his smile. Brooke is wrapped around him, 
arms around his waist, red lips to his ear. She can't let him go and 
feels herself pulling him in as tight as she can, soaking up his 
presence as if it is precious. She rubs at his hair and is all over 
him, soundlessly begging him to turn and take notice of her, but 
Benson just stares into the mirror. He lifts a hand and brings it 
over the glass where Brooke's face is, his fingers gently tracing her 
jaw line. Her hand snakes down the length of his arm. She wants to 
feel his toucha€"the woman in the mirror is undeserving of it, but 
she has his complete attention. Benson doesn't budge, no matter how 
hard Brooke tries to tug at him. 

Eventually the woman Brooke barely recognizes becomes bored and 
struts away, leaving Benson by himself. On this side of the glass, he 
and Brooke stare longingly after her for a moment. Then he easily 
shrugs Brooke off as if he is disinterested and follows her more 
alluring reflection out of the room. Brooke searches for herself, but 
the bathroom insists on being empty and sullen. She presses both 
palms against the glassa€" 



Finally Brooke awakes and rises from the couch, taking a moment to 
reorient herself. It's still dark outside and she guesses she 
couldn't have slept for more than an hour or two. She's fine with 
thisa€"she's slept enough for a lifetime. She shuffles to the window 
that provides a view of the skyline, curls up in the corner of the 
room, knees to her chest, and watches the twinkling city. 

# 

With a plastic shopping bag in her hand, Rachel comes back in the 
morning where Brooke is squished in her corner, having watched the 
entirety of the sunrise through scanty shreds of curtains, and the 
stuck windowa€"the twisted-off handle lies meekly on the 
radiator . 

When Brooke gets to her feet, Rachel asks, "Are we okay?" 

"Yes ma 'am." 

"Good. This is everything." Rachel gives her an envelope and Brooke 
dumps it out on the counter. Rachel pads into the centre of the 
apartment and drops her handbag on the couch. "I'll give you a 
minute . " 

Brooke studies a stack of photos, all with the same subject. The 
first is an official-looking headshot and Brooke makes out an ONI 
watermark in the cornera€"he ' s an employee, or he was, sixteen years 
ago. The other photos are fuzzier, taken with the indecent closeness 
of telephoto lenses. In the rest of these it's the same man, just 
aged. Brooke runs through the dossier, memorizing as much as she can. 
"What's the accuracy on this intel?" she asks Rachel. "He'll be where 
you say he'll be?" 

"We put him there." Brooke's eyes shoot upward at this, but Rachel 
looks immaculate. Like she's rehearsed this for fifteen years, she 
tells Brooke: "Let me make something clear. Your actions won't 
reflect on ONI or myself. You're not Section Zero anymorea€"not 
Auction. I'm not either. We're shut down now. What we're about to do 
isn't legal, Brooklyn. But ONI released you to my care during 
demobilization. A lot of assets were deactivated, and most went 
private sector. UNSC-funded research patents were declassified and 
sold off . " 

"So what does that make me? The asset?" Brooke says. "Or the science 
project?" 

"You're a free woman. You're not my soldier anymore, if you don't 
want to be . " 

Brooke hasn't had this conversation with Rachel before. She wouldn't 
dare . 

Rachel continues, "If this is too much... if you're done, I 
understand. There's nobody who'll come looking for you." There's a 
sadistic soothing to Rachel's words, and Brooke knows it's 
deliberate. She's always been manipulative, and Brooke never wants to 
say no. That always fell to Benson, second-guessing Rachel's every 
move. Even if offered, shown the way out, Brooke will not say no to 
Rachel, especially now because she's thinking of a gloomy bathroom 
with nobody in it. Brooke realizes she has one person left in her 



shrinking life, and she's standing between her and the window that 
showcases unflinchingly an inhospitable city life she'll never be a 
part of. 

Rachel strokes Brooke's arm with an exploratory fingernail. She says, 
"You know I need your help. Won't you do it for me?" 

Then slowly Brooke nods. Rachel leans in and embraces her again, and 
gives her a clean kiss on the cheek. Brooke shuts her eyes and learns 
to savour the warmth that pools around her skin, learns to accept the 
feeling because it's all she has left. She clings to it; the promise 
of more will keep her going for the time being. 

"You'll find instructions in the envelope. There's a carry-on in the 
bedroom closet that's good to goa€"passport and flight pass inside." 
Rachel holds up a clump of Brooke's hair and says, "And you'll have 
to do something about this." She reaches into the shopping bag she's 
brought and pulls out clippers and a hair-dye kit. Brooke takes the 
box into the bathroom, balances it on the sink, and looks resolutely 
at her bright hair that spills over her shoulders. 

She hears the apartment door click shut, and knows Rachel's gone 
again. She's just passing through. 


3 . Three 

It takes Brooke a few hours to reach her destination, the Greek 
island Lemnos, quick as if she ducked into a cab outside her borrowed 
apartment and suddenly got out in the chestnut warmth of the 
Mediterranean coast, her inky, bitter coffee haira€"still dampa€"a 
hasty crosshatch. She cut it herself so she knows about the mistakes, 
probably around the back where it ' s hard to be everywhere at once and 
there's no one else to kindly tug the clippers from her battered 
fingers that are already sore; they scythed through the 
prairie-blonde abundance flung this way and that so she could 
scrutinize the awkward harvest through the mirror. Then, in shirtless 
prayer by the tub, she rubbed the murky solution into her scalp and 
breathed through her mouth. After she rinsed and toweled off, Brooke 
dutifully weeded the yellow hairs from off the bathroom floor and out 
of the sink and held them in her stained hand for a minute before 
dropping them in the trash bag that hung on the doorknob. She still 
feels the gritty dye residue underneath her fingernails all these 
hours later. 

She convinces a taxi driver outside the airport to take her to the 
town of Kyklos, a fifty-minute drive along the coast. When she asked 
if he spoke English, he adamantly shook his head no until she fumbled 
through an obese wad of American dollars and pretended she was 
generous. For that money, he strung together in broken English, you 
buy my car and you drive all over _Limnos_, no? Brooke smiled a 
smile. He loaded her carry-on into the trunk of his hatchback and 
they took off. 

Brooke watches the waves slather upon the shore white as they trundle 
past, the asphalt road sometimes ending in abrupt dirt and rocky 
jitters before returning to civil smoothness a while later. The A/C 
is busted; she has her window down and her fingertips rake invisible 
lines through the coarse breeze travelling past. She catches the 
driver's eyes in the rear view mirror studying her in the 



backseat . 


She thinks it's the haira€"with his myst if ied-then-polite glance 
away, she feels like she's a sneaky girl who fished through her 
mother's drawer and found a pair of sewing shears she wasn't supposed 
to play with but did anyway because she thought it was time she 
became independent and learned to cut her own hair. She's satisfied 
with her first try; it's perfect and shoulder-length in fronta€"a 
jagged and confused clutter behind, and when her mother finds out she 
screams at her so loud she'll have to apologize to the neighbours the 
next day. Brooke imagines how she might be dragged to a hair salon 
afterwards, her mother leaving tiny half-moons all over her forearm, 
and the cabbie's expression mirrors that of the sympathetic 
hairdresser she'll meet: cheeks sucked in, mouth curved downwards 
with composed effort because she thinks it's funnya€"meanwhile Mom 
flails around the salon with a rolled-up magazine, swatting 
suggestions of a pricey coif and lather like they are lecherous 
mosquitoes. When the cabbie doesn't look again, Brooke puts a 
conscious hand to the back of her head. She can't feel anything 
wrong. The rest of the drive, she squeezes her hands between her 
knees and picks at her nails. 

As they near the town, the empty beaches fill up with people; 
umbrellas mushroom from the ground and sway drunkenly. The cab driver 
honks at a family that has crossed the road in a hurry to plant its 
own beachball-coloured flag in sandy real estate, but he can't stop 
the trickle of people seeping through and overflowing the brittle 
traffic dyke, chasing the diminishing water as if they are themselves 
being yanked by the pull of the tide. Kyklos is a tourist town, but 
Brooke is a tourist too (or aims to bea€"she's just passing through) . 
The taxi stop-goes all the way to the town square where she politely 
asks to be let off. With her carry-on flung over her shoulder, she 
walks the rest of the distance to an address written on the back of 
her brain. Scraps of paper tend to misplace themselves even to the 
most careful of people, and Brooke never writes down anything 
sensitive on one of her body parts unless she's prepared to lose it. 
She's come across people who have made the mistake of doing so 
bef orea€"she ' s collected quite a few fingers and, on occasion, a 
couple of toes over the years. She's read about tongue tattoos, or 
bottom lip tattoos, or even eyelid tattoos and her mind wanders 
sometimes . 

She passes by a beach-facing patio where a couple basks in the 
incandescent warmth emanating from everywhere: the fraying sunlight, 
the toasty taverna, each other. They sip from iced teas or 
whiskeysa€"Brooke can't tell from herea€"and the woman's bare feet 
rest low on a cracking plank-table, pink and sandy and creasing with 
starving tension as the man murmurs into her ear. 

Brooke presses on and finds her way to a stuccoed cluster of low-rise 
apartments a little ways off the beach. Four vacationers on the 
farthest balcony fiddle with fat designer sunglasses and strap up 
criss-crossed sandals, their American laughs careening all the way 
down the road. Brooke has her key ready and slips unnoticed through a 
vine-twisted gate that guards the entrance to her apartment. A 
cramped, tiled staircase takes her up to the second floor. There are 
three bedroom doors and the hallway opens into the kitchen where a 
hanging lamp dangles too low over the dinette. Brooke eases each door 
open and peeks inside their respective rooms. The first and second 
are ordinary if sparsely decorated spaces with single beds, desks. 



and bookcases. She leaves her bag in the second. 


The third Brooke finds empty except for a few thick vertical rolls of 
milky plastic sheeting that stand nearly as tall as her, untouched. A 
set of folding chairs and tables lean neatly against the exposed 
drywalla€"of f to the side someone has thoughtfully left bleach, paint 
buckets, rollers, and starchy tubs of innocent Polyfilla. She knows 
what all this is for. Brooke's breathing sounds different here, as if 
it's being amplified but not allowed to escape the room, sucked into 
the morose drywall, sealed up, painted over. When it becomes too much 
for her, she quickly backs out and closes the doora€"she releases the 
knob the way she'd back away from a snarling dog on a taut chain. 

Once at a safe distance she turns her back on it and explores the 
kitchen, pulling open a cabinet and inspecting its surprisingly homey 
dishes, but she can still feel it over her shouldera€"can still smell 
the chemical sweetness of industrial supplies as it begins to take 
over the apartment. It stinks, languorously oppressive like a dead 
relative nobody wants to deal with or move, shaming eyes 
baton-passing the responsibility from person to person until it makes 
a couple of revolutions and somebody can't stand it anymore. With 
quickness, Brooke rescues her carry-on from the second room and dumps 
it on the bed of the first, unpacking to keep her hands busy. 

Making sure all corners are hers alonea€"closet empty, desk and 
dresser drawers the same, bed . . . a€"Brooke discovers a foreign but 
familiar rifle case tucked underneath her bed and brings it out into 
the better light of the kitchen to look at it more closely. It makes 
no pretensions about what it is, unlocked and invit inga€"it ' s hers. 
She's never seen this one before, but it belongs to her 
world . 

Disassembled pieces of a sniper's rifle lie snug in felt burrows, 
these compartments shaped and segmented like the obscure box of a 
board game not yet set up, and Brooke determinedly takes to figuring 
it out. It's a puzzle she's practiced over and over again, poetry in 
its rhythm and repet it iona€"she winds and screws (and screws and 
screws), she tugs and releases, and she knows she's done when it 
tells her. Her machine hands hum a pinched red from the finicky 
details that require all fingertips and nails, the strained exertion 
she's come to expect holding it the way she does and always has done. 
She allows for a glance outside into the sun and all the way down the 
road she sees a woman walking two stumbling children up from the 
beach, towels hugged around them like Dracula capes. She suddenly 
wonders if, at this range, she could pick off the littlest one from 
herea€"the one who lags behind and kicks sand from her flip-flops, 
violet face teary and her turbulent complaints felt through the 
almost-there magnification of this scopea€"and how might she correct 
and account for windage and drop, ensuring a clean, killing entry and 
exit. The girl would flop on the ground and onlookers would wildly 
search, puzzled, but Brooke would be long gone before they decided 
this was really happening, that they weren't just daydreaming in this 
lazy, tourist-town heat. 

Then, as suddenly as the unexpected hornet thought came flitting in, 
Brooke empties her mind and looks at a rust spot on the balustrade 
outside her window. She waits until there is no one in her view 
anymore before she looks at the water again, palms cold. The thought 
didn't scare her. It was the nonchalance she felt thinking it, the 
brash confidence of knowing she'd get away. Because she is practiced. 
Her once-suggest ible hands, now steel and tempered, were made this 



way. She doesn't know why she pauses in reflection now, only that she 
feels the need to. This scares her too. 

She busies her hands again, tweaking what needs to be tweaked with a 
screwdriver and a file, until she is brought out of her throat-lump 
trance: she hears footsteps on blocky stone steps, the kind a 
powerful loafer makes, cutting through all else. They ascend and 
pause, and key-fisted talons claw and scrape at the door. When it 
opens, Brooke already has a 9-mm pistol that she found at the bottom 
of the rifle case within her grasp. Her hand hovers there, however, 
because she isn't being taken totally by surprise. A man appears at 
the end of the hallway, dark-skinned, neatly bearded, and neatly 
dressed in jeans and a clean, button-down shirt. His arms 
Boa-constrict a large paper sacka€"sprigs of bobbing greens stick out 
the top, and he moves with a disarming plastic rustle. When he peers 
through his thick frames and sees Brooke in the kitchen, the contours 
of her spine a delicate twist as her head turns in profile view to 
look him over, he stops in place and lets her do it without 
challenge. She's got one hand poised near but not quite on a pistol 
in plain view. For a moment, they are at a standstill. She can snap 
off a shot straight down the hallway so she is in no hurry to make 

the first move, but he knows she is still a little uncertain about 

the paper baga€"if he's hiding a weapon of his own inside or behind 
it . 

Probably to diffuse the situation, he goes first: "Which room is 
you? " 

"First on your right, " Brooke tells him. 

The man has an accenta€"clipped middle-class Londoner, she figures it 
for. He asks, "You aren't expecting me?" 

"I am." Rachel might have mentioned it in passing, a new partner. No 
one to Brooke but a replacement for the one she lost, though. She 

decided early on to keep an eye on him. 

"Just jumpy, then?" 

"What's in the bag?" 

"Dinner, love." He places it on the tiled floor and gives it a strong 
nudge in her direction. When he moves into the second bedroom, Brooke 
stands and approaches the offering. She puts it on the counter and 
finds he isn't lying. She allows him past when he 
returns . 

"Domenic, " he says. 

"Brooklyn," she says back. 


# 


Domenic has set the lamb to lightly sear, his snake-charmer hands 
producing a hidden hiss from behind a covered skillet. They work 
their way over to a saucepan, stirring with a metal spoon, while 
Brooke placemats the table with maps, photos, and clasped files. The 
materials are a copy of the things she looked over when Rachel 
visited. The photos are of the man, a rustic-looking house, an 
alleyway. The maps are marked with circles and scrawled 



X' S . 


"Addison Seager, " Brooke reads out. Their mark. "Forty one and out of 
the intelligence game. Has been for sixteen years." 

Domenic keeps stirring. 

"Have you done this kind of thing before?" 

Domenic keeps stirring. 

"So why _you__?" 

Domenic stops stirring. 

Brooke doesn't intend for this to be a hostile question. There's a 
genuine searching behind her casual bluntness. She wants to know him 
in the way she knew Benson, but she doesn't know how to trya€"where 
to start. Benson was always different. Maybe because she knew he 
never belonged and she always wondered the same thing: why 
_him_? 

Domenic thinks. "'Cause I was here, I suppose. It's all very 
convenient, isn't it?" He starts up again. "I've come 

recommendeda€"if it makes you feel any better. I've done work for the 
doctor before. Nothing quite like this, but all sorts of... similar. 
However, she made it very clear: I'm your backup, not the other way 
around. Which suits me fine, honestly." Domenic leaves the saucepan 
alone and begins to work on a bundle of carrots. He snips off their 
knobby ends with a flick of his chef's knife, sweeping the unwanted 
bits from the chopping board and onto the countertop. 

"Did you wonder about me?" Why _me_? Brooke holds Seager 's photo in 
front of her face, but her stare grazes overtop, watching the airy 
movement of his hands. They are machine hands too, exerting the 
identical amount of pressure with each downward slice; effortless, 
practiced, merciless and without waver. 

"Not one to ask questions, love. It's what makes me 
valuable . " 

Domenic is right about that. Brooke forces herself to get back into 
her old mode. Find that confident woman who would be perfectly fine 
with firing a rifle out of a windowa€"the woman who fantasized about 
it. Seager 's face comes into focus. She says, "How much trouble do 
you think he'll be?" 

"Him? Nothing. Sixteen years' retirement makes you a bit useless. But 
the man's got angels looking out for him. They're who we've got to 
worry about, and it's up to us to find out who they are." 

"Inside of a week?" 

"That's generous, believe me." Domenic scoops up the peeled and 
sliced carrots and deposits them inside the saucepan. "Because most 
of the work's already done for us. Stand back and look at the table 
for a minute, love. That there is Mr. Seager's entire life. We've got 
it down to the minute, where he'll be, and who he'll be with on any 
given day . " 



Brooke can't help but lean back and do as Domenic suggests. Laid out 
this way, Seager's life is a chart of numbers and a network of 
footpaths. She feels large sitting at the table, her elbows propping 
her up over everything. In this moment she is all-powerful, 
all-seeing. The lines drawn on the maps tell her a story of what has 
been and what's about to be. It's been a while since she's felt this 
kind of controla€"since she felt _in_ control. She silently thanks 
Domenic for this tiny moment of pleasure he's provided her. 

Domenic adds the seared lamb to the steaming saucepan with tongs and 
lets it stew. He retrieves two dripping bottles of beer from the 
fridge and passes one to Brooke. She takes it tentatively, but 
Domenic has already won her over. Wrapping a damp washcloth over the 
handle of the saucepan, he picks it up as Brooke starts to clear the 
mess from the table. But he moves around her and heads out onto the 
balcony where there is patio furniture waiting to be used. He calls 
Brooke over to take a look, to see what he sees, and she follows with 
her beer, meeting the whispered tickle of evening wind rolling off 
the cooling sea. The sun is drooping under the visible, jutting edge 
and she can see the intimate lights of the little town all down the 
coast. She realizes they don't upset her like they did in the big 
city where she was always trapped behind glass, looking out. Here she 
is closer. Here she is within. Domenic looks out at Kyklos too and 
they clink their bottles together. 

When Brooke raises it to her lips, the welcome chill makes her think 
of the couple she saw earlier in the day with warm skin and iced teas 
or whiskeysa€"she couldn't tella€"and how they were collapsed over 
and under each other. It makes her think of Benson, yes, but it makes 
her take a glance at Domenic too. And this makes her think that for 
the first time since waking up in this world that's not hers things 
will be all right. 


4 . Four 

Brooke and Domenic follow Addison Seager as if they are lovelorn and 
weird. When he wakes up and leaves his villa at 11, Brooke focuses in 
on his face with a knuckle-twist search through her binocular 
telescope. He's gone silvery and beardeda€"thankfully distinctive, 
easy to track, she thinks. Her eye socket is nestled in the cool, 
theatre-darkness of the eyepiece. 

Through teased-apart shutters like closet doors, the coastal town 
opens up downhill from their apartment, washed-out and morning white. 
She has a good, complete view of Seager's villa that is open and airy 
which must be deliberate. He probably didn't have a choice when ONI 
placed him here in Kyklos all those years ago. It was their way of 
maintaining control over him, this exposed location an unspoken 
reminder that they owned him. 

But Brooke and Domenic are not working for ONI this time. They'll use 
that display of conceit to their advantage because they'll come at 
him from the same angles ONI might have, when ONI was a smothered 
sniper snap through a half-open windowa€" just a black bullet carrying 
the ugly, self-assuring weight of the greater good. The war how she 
remembers it was very different for Brooke than others, but still 
dangerous. Still violent. Still bloody. 


This time around she is not here for that. Seager must live. That's 



her first parameter. Seager must live. But why? There are things 
Brooke wonders about that Rachel hasn't told her (because why does 
she need to know?) so maybe she'll wonder about them to Domenic, but 
in all likelihood he knows less than she does. Rachel prefers it that 
way. They will hunt Seager like they do everyone, but the difference 
is Seager must live because Rachel said so. It all feels like a game 
where they expect nobody to get hurt and neither Brooke or Domenic 
have talked about killing at all, like it's taboo. 

Right now they're trying to find out who's watching Seager like they 
are. Rachel refers to them as an interested third party. These people 
are hidden but there, and they will be looking for anyone like Brooke 
and Domenic too so they cannot get too close. They won't be ONI 
agents, Rachel has told them. Not active ones, anyway. Maybe at one 
time, another lif ea€"another worlda€"but not now. They are acceptable 
casualties, is what Rachel really means; these people whoever they 
are are trying to prevent Seager from harm, and there's no telling 
how prepared they are to do this. Maybe 15 years has made them 
complacent, too, like Seagera€"too far removed from any rumour of 
danger after all this time to take it seriously. Maybe this will be a 
vicious surprise for them, and easy on Brooke and Domenic. She can 
hope. But the two are just starting their surveillance, and they've 
found no one yet. 

Everyone is suspect. Brooke doubts someone would have followed Seager 
around for 15 years, but what does she know? Seager might even be 
friendly with his tails. Or they are young, rotated in and out every 
so often, and they have no idea why they are following their mark and 
have never met. Maybe they are like her and Domenic, and they have 
one order as well and nothing else: Seager must live. 

Brooke and Domenic are trying to kidnap Seager for Rachel. That is 
the objective. Why is not important to them, being who they are, but 
instead how. They are their own architects here. They've talked about 
plans and places of where best to do it, the kidnapping, but there is 
always the hanging question of how to do it without themselves being 
caught by surprise. That they might be shot because Seager must live. 
That they know Seager has a tail (but without knowing who and how 
many) is a piece of valuable intelligence that adds a whole new layer 
of complexity to what might have been as simple as a smash and grab, 
like Seager was a dazzling, glass-cased import right next to the exit 
of a crowded jeweller's. 

Rachel could be wrong, too, and they are doing this extra work for 
nothing, but there's only one way to be sure. 

Brooke and Domenic have given themselves a week and a day to analyze 
any patterns in Seager 's daily routines, of the people near him. 
Rachel's had eyes on him before and his life seems predictable enough 
for the pair to be in all the right places every hour of the day. 

From her vantage point in the apartment, Brooke watches Seager leave 
his placea€"alone . She marks this down and the time in a notepad, and 
tells Domenic he's up. Domenic's sitting in a car about a block from 
Seager 's villa, and he watches him amble down the road moving on 
foot. He notes the direction Seager ' s heading and then, like he's 
finding the corners of a jigsaw puzzle, all logic, from a folder he 
picks out a preset schedule that's most likely going to be the man's 
entire day. Domenic tells Brooke where to be, and she's out the door 
of the apartment, navigating down a steep footpath into town. 



The 41 year old retiree lives a life of leisure for someone under 
constant, tentative threat. He dines on a beachside patio for 
breakfast, neatly flipping and folding over a newspaper until his 
fingertips are black. He munches on a pastry and Brooke watches him 
finish it bite by bite. By the middle of the week, they don't watch 
Seager so intensely. He is a television program on mute to glance at 
once in a while over dinner or laundry. They've already ruled out 
stationary people as his tailsa€"the newspaper vendor he visits every 
morning, the pretty server of his favourite cafe, the _papou_ he ends 
up playing chess with whenever he wanders into the parka€"they exist 
in a place but never anywhere else. They're looking for a familiar 
face, someone who is able to pass through these invisible barriers 
that separate Seager ' s life into tangible blocks of time, his life an 
itinerary . 

Domenic calls out possible tails, sometimes seriously and sometimes 
not. He makes Brooke laugh. She feels she is allowed to because this 
easy-going tourist town has sapped any trace of the bustle and 
thundercloud intensity Rachel tends to bring (and only seems to exist 
in) . Seager ' s life in comparison is too carefree, too sedate to even 
imagine him once belonging to their world, soldiers and spies. 
Brooke's wondered more than once if they have the wrong man 
completely . 

"He lives alone, " Domenic says to Brooke one afternoon, "he eats 
alone, he has a tiny circle of mates he sees regularly, but 
irregularly enough that there's no way they're watching over him. 
There's no way they could be his tails, unless they're just... 
rubbish at it. If we wanted to take Seager out today, we'd have more 
than ample opportunity. If he's got protection, I haven't a clue as 
to what they're thinking." 

Brooke is watching Seager through her telescope having lunch with a 
dark-haired woman. She's seen her before, but like Seager's friends, 
she is around only sometimes. Right now her hand rests atop of 
Seager's on the creamy tablecloth. Brooke removes her eye from the 
telescope and says to Domenic, "If you had to do ita€"keep Seager 
safe I meana€"how would you do it?" 

Domenic stirs milk into his teacup and ponders the whorl. "If I'm ONI 
or this third party, and I've got this really fantastic, 
The-Second-Coming of a human being tucked in my back pocketa€"that ' s 
our lad Seagera€"and there are two very bad people coming to kidnap 
hima€" " 

"The absolute worst." 

"a€"couple of real cunts, yeaha€"and it's up to me to protect the 
hairs on his rather bristly mane because I must, well, for starters I 
wouldn't make his house out of glass. All of this, whatever this is. 
Whatever we're not seeing." Domenic leans back in his chair. "If I 
had my way, I'm shelling out for the works: lock, key, concrete, 
razor wire ..." 

"Laser beams ..." 

"In every colour. And a pressure plate that drops a... a giant 
boulder right on top of you. I'll make him a moleman, 
honestly . " 



Brooke smiles. "Fortress nigh impenetrablea€"staple of every good 
paranoid despot." 

"If I'm a tyrant, who are you?" 

"Lady Macbeth." 

Domenic snorts a chuckle across the top of his cup. "You're frigid, 
love. Just handing me that apple." 

Brooke says, "To evil, pal." She didn't mean to. That sort of slipped 
out. She searches for Seager again, but he hasn't gone anywhere. She 
wishes he had. 

She hears: "You were ONI back then, yeah?" 

Brooke twists in her seat and gives Domenic a stare like he'd just 
flicked the back of her head. 

"Sorry, if that's off-limits..." 

"I was," Brooke says. "With ONI." 

Domenic nods. Before the silence takes them, he says, "That's it. 
That's all I wanted to ask." 

Brooke says suddenly, "Who do you think I am?" 

"I shouldn't have brought it up." 

"Uh-uh. Seager ' s not going anywhere and neither am I . It's just you 
and me, here, now, and I know you've got something you want to put 
out into the air." 

Her Yankee bluntness prods Domenic into the rough burn of a leering 
spotlight. He thinks about what he's about to say and then just goes 
for it after a sigh. "I don't know who you are. Fields. I don't know 
what you've done. It was stupid of me to presume anything. I don't 
come from a place of judgment, though. I wouldn't be here 
otherwise . " 

Brooke feels a pinprick of guilt because she made the comment first, 
an offhand joke when she was never really comfortable joking. 

"Okay?" 

"I know why I'm here. Don't know why you are, though." 

"It's nothing to me," Brooke says. "Maybe because this is nothing to 


"It's a job . " 

"Just a job." She nods. "An op just like any other." 

"You've been around, then," Domenic says. There's a timid curiosity 
in it because it's not an idle statementa€"there ' s a bit of 
searchinga€"and he knows he's at the mercy of Brooke's temperament 
that he isn't at all familiar with. 

, "Did you know I was active during the war?" 


But she says 



"Had that feeling. 


"Oh?" 

"Yeah. Not by looking at you, believe me, no, but I've met old spies. 
It's you lot who used to do this sort of thing for reasons beyond 
yourselves. For duty, yeah? Didn't matter whata€"jobs dirtier than 
this, evena€"it was still for a cause. War meant you could do no 
wrong, 'coz if you didn't, there might not be a tomorrow. Big crusade 
made killers into soldiers." 

Brooke says nothing, but she remembers quietly: every distance, every 
face, every method, flecks of dried blood on her forearms she only 
discovers latera€"that she frowns at, wondering if she should wear 
longer sleeves, next time whenever. 

"Then the war went away, and soldiers turned back into killers, " 
Domenic says. "That big reason just... vanished. The work was still 
the samea€"doesn't put on its hat and call it a night, and do the 
white-picket, hair-curlers, potroast waiting in the oven thinga€"but 
it was qualms that won out. The whole f eeling-bad-about-it . Post-war 
slump suddenly made the necessary an ugly thinga€"a very, very 
illegal thing. Bleeding hearts left the Office for good, got a pint, 
and went out to celebrate the end of the war in the streets. They 
were soldiers who couldn't wait to come back from a tour overseas, 
from some dark calling that was done with them. But the lifers, now, 
they just burrowed in deeper, disappearing into rooms and floors that 
ONI still denies all existence of so that they could keep working." 
Domenic' s voice grows far off. He stares into a corner. "These are 
people I've met. Absolutely cold. Who you might mistake for career 
criminals because they don't judder one bit. Like how surgeons don't 
lose it, hacking apart a body. All just practice. It isn't evil. It 
just _is_. " 

"And this is what for you?" Brooke asks. "War's long over, and the 
work's the same." 

"It's money, isn't it," Domenic says. There is no wondering there on 
his part. "I'm not a spy. I never fought. I was born near the close 
of it. Wasn't my wara€"like it's not someone's decade. It's all just 
vague history to me. I came into this with one thing in mind. You can 
consider me a mercenary at best. I don't pretend to be anything 
morea€"or anything less. The job is the job." 

"Okay, " Brooke says, "so do you think I have a problem being 
here? " 

"You tell me." 

" It was a joke . " 

"Then it was a joke." 

They both mercifully drop it. Domenic finishes his tea and walks to 
the sink. Seager's still in the same fucking spot. Brooke keeps her 
head buried in the telescope, but just rests in the smallness here. 
She listens to the tap run, the burbled overflow and cascade down 
leaning, piled up things. Domenic wanted to know, understandably, if 
they were on the same page, that she had his back because he did 



hers . No qualms . 


His talk of killers makes her think back to the war. She was serving 
mankinda€"they all were. But back then, though her targets were all 
human, they needed to be removed because, really, Rachel said so. 
Brooke supposes that many who were like her took it on faith what 
they were doing couldn't possibly be wrong (or maybe just told 
themselves that) but Brooke herself never asked why. The why never 
mattered so much, because all she knewa€"and all that she cared 
fora€"was that it would please Rachel if she did. After an op, she'd 
go into Rachel's office and want for her to tell her she did a good 
job, but she rarely did. That hurt her sometimes. Other times she 
might sit near to her because when she spoke she'd brush a hand over 
Brooke's arm that came in bloodflecked once, then more often, for 
Rachela€"to show her what she'd donea€"and that feeling of Rachel's 
attentive, tangible concern for her body was enough. Just an imagined 
delight, enough, until next time whenever. 

If she remembers one thing from that life before, it's that she would 
die for Rachel and Rachel alone. Maybe that's what made her a 
soldier. More so than Domenic. Despite what he seemed to suggest, 
that soldiers somehow were more principleda€"that they were somehow 
removed from it, morallya€"Brooke would do anything the woman asked. 
Soldiers did despicable things, too, when they were asked. People 
forget that sometimes. Brooke would be ready for whatever she needed 
to do. And she'll do it, if that'll convince Domenic. 

One day Brooke and Domenic follow Seager to a park they can't see 
from the apartment. It's most likely a waste of time, a scenic route 
to break up his routine monotony, but both Brooke and Domenic can't 
take the chance to leave it be, if here is where his tail might 
finally reveal himself. They're drawing a blank, and it's nearly been 
a week. This is a move born of their placid desperation. 

Brooke picks a bench in the corner and folds her long legs underneath 
her summertime dress and folded magazine. Seager drinks tea in the 
shade, unaware. She's curious to see if he's waiting for anyone in 
this out of the way place. But she becomes distracted suddenly when 
somebody uninvited comes and sits on her bench awkwardly and next to 
her. It's a young woman in eyesore, sunny jogging clothes sweating 
and a bit winded, who bends over to lace up her shoe. She glances up 
at Brooke and says a bright hello. Brooke's caught staring, 
unfortunately, so she gives up a weedy little smile underneath her 
fat and white sunglasses that take up most of her face. She hopes the 
jogger won't stick around, but it gets worse for her because while 
she wasn't looking Seager crossed half the park and now he's right 
there . 

The jogger beams and waves at Seager because they recognize each 
other, and they begin a chattery conversation in hybrid, mutated 
Greek, where she laughs at his many tries and in her thick, singsong 
English calls him "my American." Brooke's trapped in between them, 
close enough to stab him then and there if Rachel had asked, and she 
does her very best to remain a nobody but she feels Seager ' s 
wandering eyes fall on her whenever there's a lull, and her wavering 
ordinariness like untested tank armour, she wills that nothing 
penetratesa€"that he will forget about her within the hour like any 
other stranger. This ordeal ends after a while and the two part ways. 
Brooke sits in the relaxed breeze, sullen. When she gets into 
Domenic' s car that pulls up to her curb later, she dutifully reports 



"He's seen me" and the rest of the week, Brooke's pretty much 
grounded, in the car or back inside the apartment, or just far away 
from Seager. 

Another late afternoon, when Domenic is sure Seager ' s housebound with 
the woman who seems to be his lover, Brooke breaks into her high-rise 
apartment and looks around. She studies pictures of the two pulled 
together in all sorts of attractive embraces. She reads the spines of 
her albums, the labels of her prescription pills. When she pauses on 
her golden hour balcony for a moment, orienting herself, she quickly 
puts herself in Domenic' s ear. 

# 


"Hey, " he hears . 

Domenic is back at their apartment keeping an eye on the couple at 
Seager's villa. He's stepped away from the binoculars for a minute 
while he puts the kettle on the stove when Brooke comes through. 
Interrupted, he says back to her, "What is it?" 

"You never asked me how I'd do it." 

"Do what?" 

"Protect Seager." 

"Okay," Domenic says. He heads back to the window. "Let's hear 

it . " 

"Deception . " 

"Isn't that what this is? They're sneaky. Otherwise we would've made 
his tails already." 

"I think we have." 

Domenic perks up. "What'd you find, beautiful?" 

"If I needed to keep a man under control, I wouldn't need a 
fortress," Brooke says. "Because give him cuffs, he'll want to break 
them. But give him freedoma€"a convincing version of it, at 
leasta€"and he's got no need to run. Give him a great love, though, 
and he'll put those cuffs right back on. If she asked him 
to." 

"Thought we ruled his lady out. Haven't we?" Domenic says. He zooms 
farther in with the equipment, studying the woman sharing Seager's 
loveseat in front of a tidily burning fireplace. "She's never around 
long . " 

"Neither are we." 

"Sometimes . " 

"Sometimes . " 

"So why her?" Domenic says patiently. 


"Turn off the tap and I'll tell you. 



Domenic hears the shushed trickle coming from the kitchen and the 
kettle starting to shriek but he claws at the binoculars and twists 
it around on its mount, peering across the water, acquiring Brooke in 
the distance. She's perched on a high rise balcony leaning over a 
high-powered telescope of her own that's nosed directly at him; glare 
winks off its lens like a sniper's brash checkmate in a high-stakes 
duel . 

From her vantage point, their saf ehouse-apartment is bare-assed, 
ankles up and thoroughly, coldly spread open. 

Domenic utters a quiet "Fuck." 

# 

When Brooke gets back in the evening, Domenic meets her at the door. 
He's chewing down a cigarette and looking jumpy. 

He says, "I'm ready to burn this place to the fucking ground. Just 
say the word." 

"God, Domenic." Brooke eases herself through the doorway past him, 
taking in the toasted smell that has soaked into everything. On his 
bed, his puffy suitcase is stuffed full of his things, the room 
itself emptied. A nearly-out pack of cigarettes rests on the kitchen 
counter and the blinds have all been squeezed shut. 

When she just plants herself in the middle of the floor, arms 
crossed, Domenic says, "What are you standing around for?" 

"We're not going anywhere." 

"You already called this one. You know what it means when you're 
blowna€"it ' s your game to lose, and that's it. So get out. Now." 

"We don't know that we've been made," Brooke says. 

"We know that we might've been. We know that we haven't not been," 
Domenic hisses. "It's no way to do a job." 

"Like it or not, it still has to get done." 

"You see, no, no it doesn't, love. This isn't a hill to hold. All 
right? This isn't do-or-die-trying, the Alamo shit. You control this 
or you don't. We don't gamble here." 

"Don't fucking lecture me." 

"Is there a language barrier we've run into? Do you need me to 
translate, word by word, what happens when they catch up to 
us?" 


Brooke says nothing but this goads him on. 

"They'll come for us. When we sleep. And this is a far cry from a 
fortress." Domenic gestures towards the door. "They'll burst in and 
shoot anything that moves. Pets. Kids. No matter. Room by rooma€"a 
hit squad. Professionals, but lowlifes. They'll do it loud and 
messy . " 



"Then we shoot them first." 


"You do that, and Seager's gone. Whisked away, never to be found. 
What do you think our friend Rachel Wells will do to us then? She'll 
call cleaners of her own, yeah? She wouldn't be in the wrong to do 


Brooke fears more scampering back to Rachel because they chickened 
out. She says, "Let's say she's seen mea€"Seager ' s girla€"because I 
got too close at the park. And say she had me followed back here. If 
we're humped, why hasn't Seager left town by now? Why aren't we dead 
already? " 

Domenic looks resigned because he honestly has no idea. For them, 
uncertainty's the most dangerous element and the smoky room's filled 
with it, crippling and slowly lethal. He shakes out another cigarette 
and chain-lights the tip while sinking into a fuzzy lounger. He says, 
"Same reason why we haven't made our move yet I suppose." 

"Time isn't right." 

"We're all just keeping up appearances. All just trying to pretend 
like nothing's wrong." 

"You still want to bounce?" 

"I do. But I don't think I will. If you're staying." 

"There's no reason to believe they'll come tonight, of all 
nightsa€"if they even know," Brooke says. "So we keep going. Tomorrow 
morning, you watch him, I've got her. She even glances in your 
direction... I'll take her out." 

Domenic looks unhappy, but he knows whatever they do they must do 
together. If Brooke's right, he'll have walked out for nothing. And 
if he's right, they might last a little longer as a pair when they're 
being hunted down. 

Brooke says, "I'm going to sleep. In the morning, if you're gone. 

I'll understand." 


"I'll be here," Domenic tells her. He means this spot, 
lounger. There's a pistol on the end table nearby him. 
needs to watch the door. If I need you... well, you'll 


in his 

"Somebody 

hear 


"Crack open a window, will you?" Brooke starts towards her room, 
wriggling out of her jacket. 


"One last chance, love," he says after her. "To pack up and just get 
the hell out of here." 


"Your worst case scenario," Brooke says, over her shoulder. "Door 
bursting in, room by rooma€"is that how you would've done it? How 
you've done it?" 

Domenic clenches his jaw but denies nothing. 

"What pit did Rachel pull you out of?" 



He wasn't a spy, he said. But the work's the same. ONI needed people 
like him sometimes. Professionals, but lowlifes. Now she was firmly 
in his world. She is a Spartan, biologically, make no mistake, but 
the psychological wall of invincibility still pervades over all and 
props her upa€"the supersoldier mindset that there are few 
consequences so she'll just blast her way out if it comes to it and 
that's it, that's mission accomplished. She's been shot and cut and 
beat up before and it's nothing to her. It doesn't scare her like it 
does Domenic, who knows the limits and breaking point of his very 
breakable body. Brooke already feels like she'll live 
forever . 

Domenic sits in his chair dark and stormy and real, and for all his 
talk and insistence about doing what's necessary, Brooke feels she 
has misjudged him. It all just felt like weightless conversation 
then. He disarmed her first with his jokes, his hardy charm that made 
him easy and smooth to take in, but who she sees tonight is someone 
tightly wound, roughly cuta€"a product of his years. Like amongst a 
dull, perfect surface there is a botched jaggedness that crouches on 
a corner edge you can't see from a certain perspective, that perhaps 
you maintain for too long because you like seeing things this way, 
and changing that would not be lying to yourself anymore. 

She's forgotten that he is her kind of crowd. No amount of milky sun 
or salty breeze, bopping uptempo records and lemony beers on the 
balcony can change that fact. Her sharper memories have faded, the 
panic of imminent danger when she killed for Rachel, leaving only a 
disturbing feeling of fondness. Everything before nowa€"him, here, 
and the approaching nighta€"f eels like a woolly dream recalled with a 
scratched hiss, nostalgic and lovingly worn, so earth-tone comforting 
that you melt back into it, pining. 

Brooke keeps a loaded weapon next to her when she lies down to sleep, 
mnemically aware of these truths: this is not really her bed; this is 
not really her apartment; the man outside her door is a killer; so is 
she . 


5. Five 

No one came for them in the night so Brooke heads out into the day, 
to make good on her promise to kill Seager's tail if it's necessary. 
She's in place drinking coffee from a roadside shack when she spots 
Seager's partner coming, driving home to her apartment that's across 
the street from Brooke. 

Her name that might not be real is Barra Kane. She looks like she 
belongs to the island, average everything, lithe and unimposing. She 
drives a red sedan and pulls into the parking garage. From this 
street corner, Brooke can just make out the telescope shroud poking 
over the edge of the railing on Barra Kane's balcony but that's all 
she needs to see. When she was up there, she marked the specific 
cones of vision its user gets in what position. Right now it's aimed 
at Seager's villaa€"that ' s how she found it, and what she returned it 
to yesterday. Putting Brooke and Domenic' s safehouse into focus 
across the water involved a stark shift to at least a 4 o'clock 
position from its current one. There was of course a lot of grey 
area, too, like watching someone out of the corner of your eye, but 
Brooke tried it herself up there, and she's certain she and Domenic 



have been inconspicuous enough if someone didn't know what they were 
looking for. Brooke will have to make that judgment call today. If 
the woman even glances at Domenic, Brooke will kill her. 

There's movement up above. Brooke sees the shroud wiggle a little 
like a gun barrel. It doesn't move far, and she assumes the woman is 
just looking all over the house for Seager. Brooke inwardly bemoans 
signing up for this as she realizes she could be standing here for 
hours, given Seager ' s maddeningly unhurried schedule. Maybe the woman 
realizes this too, because the telescope begins to drift from the 
direction of Seager ' s villa listlessly, without measure. Her 
attention is lapsing it looks like, but still inching towards where 
Domenic is, Brooke can't help but remind herself. 

Shit. With an unexpected jerk, her telescope stops past the point of 
no return; it's overtop a noticeable grime spot on the railing Brooke 
picked out that would show her what she needed to see. It's in that 4 
o'clock position. 

Like a knell only Brooke hears, her self-imposed kill order goes into 
effect and sinks in, and she feels a tippy sensation like she's 
floating ripple through her although she hasn't moved at all. She 
glances around at people who continue on with their day, then looks 
back up again, but she knows: Seager 's tail has made Domenic. 

Brooke gathers herself and crosses the street. Around the side of the 
building, in the alleyway, there's a door through the laundry room 
someone leaves propped open even though there's a taped-on sign that 
says please don't do exactly that. Brooke came this way yesterday and 
today it's still a viable entrance. She crosses the apartment lobby 
and enters the stairwell, and begins to move through the floors. When 
she hears voices on their way down, energetic and echoing, she pulls 
her cap down low and ducks into a doorway that's not her destination. 
She waits for the disturbance to subside, traipsing past her, and she 
makes no sound when she's back scaling the steps. 

This woman, Barra Kane, must be more capable than she seems. Brooke 
wants to know how much she's held back from Seagera€"if he knows his 
lover's being paid to keep him safe. Brooke also wants to know if 
becoming intimate with the man was part of Barra's orders. 

Or did she fall for him? Back in the woman's apartment yesterday, 
Brooke found pictures of the mana€"regular photos, not illicit or 
voyeuristic or anythinga€"squirreled away in her things. 

Nevertheless, it could all be an act, but Brooke's not completely 
sure. Her spotting gear wasn't what gave her away; Brooke's been in 
this woman's position before, with Benson. 

During the war, Brooke had been his handler. To him, she was simply 
his partner. To her, he was her ward and she always had one unspoken, 
standing obligation: if given the order by Rachel (their operational 
Six, in charge thousands of miles away), put Benson down. Such was 
the volatile nature of their experimental programa€"surety, results. 
She never needed to, but she monitored him like this. She didn't tell 
him or screw up or anything, but he was always distrustful and found 
out anyway that she wasn't on the level. They were lovers, but it's 
become doubtful to Brooke they were ever in lovea€"if Benson is just 
another memory from before she doesn't really remember. 


Or perhaps Benson knew all along her hidden purpose, and their time 



together meant just a little bit more to her than it did to 
hima€"because here she is still thinking about hima€"and that makes 
her somehow weaker or more foolish. It's a poisonous thought. But 
Seager's helpless like a boy, not an assassin like Benson was. His 
protector's task is nobler than Brooke's ever wasa€"unless Barra Kane 
has that same order, to suddenly turn on Seager on command because 
her employer, this interested third party, has found a way or reason 
to rid themselves of him, the financial and resource drain he appears 
to be. And if that was the case, would she go through with it? What 
kind of woman is Barra Kane? What kind of woman is this person 
Brooke's about to meet if that answer is yes? 

Brooke tugs on a pair of leather gloves that feel perfect on her, not 
knowing what she might be walking into. She and Domenic might have 
been made, but in a game of pure posturing so far, Brooke's striking 
the first bloody blow. She'll try to take Barra alive if she gets the 
jump on her, but if their roles were reversed, Brooke wouldn't let 
herself fall into the woman's hands without a fight, no fucking way. 
Why should she expect differently? She attaches a mean looking 
suppressor to her 9mm that she concealed inside her jacket as she 
walks down the corridor towards the apartment suite. Without breaking 
her step, she bends over and grabs a tubby mail package from off the 
ground from some other tenant and drops it in front of the Barra's 
door, an enticing fisheye lure. 

She knocks on the door and stands way off to the side, her pistol 
overly comfy in her palm. She hears muffled clumps of bare feet on an 
old, squeaky floor nearing. 

When the door pulls open, though, the hallway is empty. Barra herself 
ventures out and looks down both ends, mystified, but she's certain 
she's alone. She picks up the package and she's annoyed when she 
reads the shipping label. 

Brooke thunders down the stairwell away, continually looking back 
over her shoulder, her hand still tucked inside her jacket. Her 
eardrums are still ringing from when Domenica€"only seconds 
agoa€"came in over the line with a hoarse shout of "Brooklyn, stop 
stop stop, abort and get out of there!" 

Her mouth drawn into a severe line, she's too preoccupied on fleeing 
to make a fuss so she lets him explain himself while she nearly 
bounds from landing to landing. 

"You said track Seager, I know. He's still in bed. I was watching 
hera€"I was watching you. She was mucking about with her binoculars 
with her foot outside, having a smoke. She wasn't paying 
attent iona€"she only had eyes on Seager. You disappeared, and when I 
saw her get up and check the door, she'd a look on her face, like she 
wasn't expecting visitors. I knew you'd gone for it. Christ. Maybe 
she's the tail, and it's even possible she isn't. But we get nothing 
if we take her now. It might even undo everything instead. So we 
leave her in play, yeah? Work around her knowing full well that she's 
therea€"intel doesn't stop being intel. We're still in this. Fields. 
Still in it . " 

Brooke barrels through the laundry room door and stumbles back out 
into the freedom of the day-lit alley where she catches herself 
against the opposite wall. All sound subsides back here. She lets go 
a long exhale laced with frustration and a choked note that's maybe 



something like puzzled relief. She's not winded, but she still feels 
like she's been knocked on her back, overcome. Her eyes dart around 
as she retakes hold, and the rustle of traffic gradually comes back 
to her. 

"Brooke?" Domenic asks. 

"Yeah," she says, sucking back gulps of air. "Yeah." 

"Are you all right?" 

After a moment, she says "I'll see you at home" and wrenches out her 
earpiece . 

# 

Her walk back is loopy, through the length of the beach and across 
town. She needs to calm down. She's angry at herself, mostly, because 
she almost ruined everything. Domenic was skittish the night before, 
understandably when he thought they were already dead people. She 
took a defiant gamble then and it paid off (they are still alivea€"no 
one came to kill them) but that was a situation she's used to being 
in: no exit, no way out but through. The day lacks the clarity of 
night, of Domenic in his chair, his cigarettes and his pistol, the 
door that was the only way in and out . Bad guys . 

If all was already lost, it wasn't really much of a gamble to begin 
with but Domenic was partly right: you control this or you don't. You 
know everything there is to know or you're as good as knowing 
nothing. (Partial truths are by their own omission not the Truth, if 
truth is absolute.) It's costly to make a decision with anything 
less; catastrophic, with misinformation deliberate and malevolent. 
Brooke still doesn't know who the woman, Seager's lover, really is. 
She still doesn't know who Seager really is. This whole thing is 
murky and lagoonish. It's simple when you break it down into steps 
(Seager must live...) and don't think about it too much, like putting 
on huge blinders and pulling them tight with your own two hands. 

There are gaps only Rachel can fill in, but those gaps let Brooke and 
Domenic act the way they're supposed to, doors down a mile long 
hallway closed for their sake. Brooke can't be Rachel, and Rachel 
can't be Brooke. They need each other. That's what she keeps telling 
herself, at least. 

When she comes back to the road she comes to the big, shouted sounds 
of a Saturday market, and she decides to investigate. It's barely 
noon and she thinks Domenic likely has things under control. Brooke 
goes from stall to lively stall running her hands over things 
delicate and fleshy and sweet-smelling. A woman crimps doughy pasta 
into piles. A man paints a gently decaying fishing boat moored to a 
cracked pier, nearly finished. Someone watching from over his 
shoulder makes an offer for it, and a small gathered crowd applauds. 
The noise draws Brooke and other curious tourists closer but when she 
sees Seager himself with the canvas, grinning at the attention, she 
peels off, head ducked. 

She glances over her shoulder. She swears Seager is looking right at 
her. Not good. He shields the oily paint with his body as he bumbles 
his way out of the circle of onlookers. Brooke slips between two 
stalls and looks for a way out. She checks out his reflection in a 
shop window she passesa€"Seager is stumbling down the road after her. 



but his is a walk of intrigue, like he's figuring out the best way to 
say hello maybe because she's trying so hard to get away from him. 

But with his pace, he's counting on the chance that they may bump 
into one another when she comes to a stop she thinks. 

When she hides, she is in part hiding from Domenic who will be either 
nearby or watching from the apartment. She is tired of letting him 
down. Brooke backs into a shop while Seager passes by casually 
looking everywhere. The door opens, and a jittery bell overtop lets 
out a panicked, strangled sound as Brooke's hand shoots up near her 
head and firmly stops it from giving her up. 

The store is empty but she's surrounded by hundreds of clocks, 
antique and woodcarved, on shelves and lining the narrow walls. She's 
surrounded by the nattering clicks they make, a sensory engulfing 
feeling like dunking your head underwater to disappear for a while. 
Brooke peers out the window past a curtain and sees Seager outside, 
meandering. She makes herself thin. There's a trickling of stony 
beads near the back and Brooke's first instinct is to reach for her 
weapon, but she sees it's only an older woman with thinning black 
hair and suspicious eyes who appearsa€"with her denim apron she's 
probably the store owner. 

Brooke consciously drops her hand by her side and pretends to browse 
the displays. All the while she keeps an eye out the window. She 
smiles and says hi when the store owner does it first, but she 
doesn't venture farther away where she doesn't have eyes on Seager. 
The woman approaches her from behind, cautiously, Brooke thinks, 
judging by her footsteps when she hears them. The way she does this, 
with her bony hands gently outstretched, makes her look as if she's 
reassuring her she means no harm. 

Brooke clears her throat. "Trouble with a boy," she says, pointing 
through the glass. 

The woman glances out the window, then slyly draws the curtain shut. 
She even flips around the open sign. 

"Don't," Brooke tells her. "It's a busy day in the market." 

"It's not busy in here," the store owner replies. "Sit with me." Her 
accent is slight and clean sounding, audibly managed, without a 
forceful haphazardness Brooke has encountered with other 
residents . 

They go to the back counter, and the woman calls up some stairs in 
Greek before taking her place on a stool. Brooke sits opposite her, 
looking out of place in her killing clothes but somehow feeling this 
subtle sanctuary warmth the shop seems to exude. The oldness of 
everything plays a part, taking her back. It makes her drowsy. 

"I shouldn't be taking up any of your time like this," Brooke says. 
"It's very kind of you, but he should be gone by now." 

"The trouble with boys is that they are remarkably persistent, " the 
woman says. "In your case, he will stand there with his painting in 
the hot sun until his doubt gradually overtakes his 
willpower . " 


Brooke tries to keep doe-eyed, but she has a feeling she has 



underestimated this lady clockmaker like she has Domenic. While she 
spoke to Brooke, she slid on her glasses and resumed doing whatever 
she was doing before this disruption, her fingers carefully probing 
the insides of a dissected clock mechanism, tinkering. She has a 
sharp, all-knowing gaze that leaps up at Brooke, probing her too, 
when she asks, "What should I call you?" 

"Brooklyn," she says, still feeling meek, like she's being 
compelled . 

"I'm Evadine . " 

"Evadine, do you make all these?" Brooke stares at the rows of clocks 
around them. 

"Every one." 

"They're beautiful." 

"But also flawed. If you know where to look," Evadine says. "The 
burden of creation." 

"They look impeccable." 

Evadine says, "You might see just a pretty face, but I see wounds. 
Places I slipped. Of lapsed judgment. Moments that remind us we're 
all just human." She fosters for a second a mesmerizing, deliberate 
smile . 

"Show me," Brooke says. She points to one close by, a grainy mango 
wood hand-carved design. 

Evadine shakes her head. "That is my secret to keep, _paidi mou_. If 
you found out, what would you do with the knowledge? Other than a 
change in your perspective, what do you gain? Would you use it 
against me? Blackmail me?" 

Brooke leans away, taken aback. "Of course not." 

"Then you're kind-hearted, or a liar. There are people like me, who 
know what to look for because we have years on our side, but they are 
people who look for these weaknesses, yes? Who would find some way to 
use it to their advantage. Watch out for these people. Maybe this you 
already know." 

"If you're convinced all of your work isn't perfect, does it 
disappoint you, seeing this?" 

"On the contrary. It's the imperfections that give them character," 
Evadine says. She bows her head over the one she has opened up in 
front of her and listens. "This one has a heart murmur. My anxious 
little one . " 

Brooke quiets, but she doesn't know what to listen for. 

Evadine says, "I might try and fix it. Locate the bad part. But if 
it's a fundamental defect, then that is much more work for me. 
Sometimes it is not worth the effort." 

"What happens then?" Brooke asks, but she knows the answer. 



Evadine finds a hammer in a basket of tools and when she brings it 
all the way back behind her head, Brooke's Spartan hand whips 
f orwarda€"involuntarily , but something makes her want to do ita€"as 
to take the hit intended for the no-good machine. But Evadine keeps 
her blunt tool suspended. She never took her eyes off Brooke. She 
says, "It depends on the mood I am in. If I am feeling volatile or 
not . " 

Brooke doesn't move her hand until Evadine puts hers down, a slow 
hostage exchange. When she does, Brooke says quickly, "The sound 
would carry . " 

"My mistake." Evadine reaches inside the troubled clock and plucks 
free something, and the ticking dies there on the countertop 
abruptly. She studies Brooke's baffled face that she tries to hide so 
to not look so glum or horrified. Impassive, she tells her, "But what 
use have I a clock that does not tell time?" 

Brooke looks bizarrely shell-shocked still and Evadine thinks she 
somehow broke her. 

"It's not alive, Brooklyn." 

There's a rattle by the stairs and a boy comes down carrying a wooden 
tray laden with tea and cups. Evadine relieves him of the load and 
touches his cheek and kisses him. They share an incoherent but 
resolute back and forth, and he disappears into the backroom after 
casting a suspicious look at Brooke. The bead curtain swishes and 
clacks behind him but Brooke hears, when she strains, the open and 
close of a back door, the boy evacuating the shop because he must 
have been told to. 

Evadine pours tea ponderously for both of them, grasping the boiled 
kettle with two hands like a weapon. When she speaks again to Brooke, 
she begins to sound as if Greek was a second language for her. It's a 
subtle change, distantly German, but Brooke detects ita€"her overt 
menace too. Point blank, this Evadine demands: "What are you doing 
here? " 

"I'm a tourist," Brooke says. 

"Who are you hiding from?" 

"You've seen him." 

Evadine says, "Then he is the one in dangera€"f rom you. Are you going 
to kill him?" 

"That's my secret to keep." 

"Does he deserve it?" 

"What if he does?" Brooke lets that hang there. With her efficient 
matter-of-factness, Evadine doesn't sound critical of Brooke, instead 
rapt, like she wants to hear gossip. But Brooke's come to her own 
conclusions about Evadine as well. She's not an outlier. She is from 
Rachel's generat iona€"a survivor of the war. You don't need to go far 
to find someone who fought, on the frontlines or not. Brooke is 
positive Evadine has killed before: she is somewhere in between 



Rachel, cruel and composed; and Domenic, the rough handed thug, the 
cleaner . 

Evadine sets down her kettle with a graceless clonk, without drawing 
out any more tension, and Brooke settles back in her seat like how 
you'd ease your finger from a trigger. 

Intrigued, Evadine says, "You are too deadly to be just a woman with 
a gun." Brooke feels self-conscious again, her tucked away pistol a 
monstrous growth on her breast to Evadine ' s hard stare. Or she simply 
caught her twitched movement earlier because she knew what to look 
for. Perhaps she even knows what Brooke is. She has been testing her, 
after all. She asks, "You're on assignment, are you not?" 

Brooke says, "That's none of your business." 

"That is true." 

"So why are you asking me?" 

"Professional curiosity." 

"What did you do during the war?" 

"I made bombs," Evadine says, before putting her teacup to her thin 
lips . 

Brooke is surprised at how forward she is, but she can see ita€"her 
in a cluttered shop like this, decades younger and hunched over 
miscellaneous pieces she painstakingly puts together, all precision 
and focus, expressionless behind her relic coke-bottle glasses, a 
russet cigarette tucked behind an ear. She's the secretive 
contractor, of course. ONI ' s used people like her before. They've 
used bombs made by people like her. It doesn't mean that she is ONI, 
though, or that her loyalties even lie with the UNSC. 

When Brooke says to her, after thinking for a moment, "Who for?" 
Evadine just smiles. Brooke snaps, "Now you want to hold back? Why 
tell me at all?" 

"For me the war is over. For many the war is over. I don't think 
you'll tell me, but I want to know why it is you're still fighting. 
Still a soldier." 

Evadine doesn't get an answer. Brooke takes a teacup and lets the 
steam waft over her eyelids. "Is he your son?" she says to Evadine of 
the boy outside. 

"Grandson . " 

"And what about your children?" 

"He had a mother." 

"I'm sorry . " 

"She was off-world. Nine years ago now... in Argjend." 

Brooke thinks back to headlines she skimmed whenever she had free 
time (when Seager was napping, often) and recalls a socio-economic 



and historical "Now It Can Be Told" piece in a magazine regarding the 
problem colony New Cadiz. She says, "In the terror attack? The 
riots ? " 


"Auto accident." Evadine ' s short response is devastating in its own 
way. Too common, and too real that it catches Brooke off-guard. 
Everything is like a dream again: Domenic and waiting for an imagined 
hit squad, even her escape that morning, exhilarating now and free 
from the sick feeling of feara€"any feeling at all. They're just 
images that she can barely get right and none of it feels real 
compared to this: the weight she feels in Evadine ' s surly voice, her 
remembered (or never forgotten) sorrow that's been in place for nine 
years . 

When she finishes her tea, she gets another glimpse of reality as the 
front door flies open and both women look up, distracted. A man blows 
through, in his thirties, long-haired and scraggly, his jeans crusty 
with house paint. He gets into a harsh conversation with Evadine, 
pointing at the front of the store. 

Then with evident restraint Evadine tells him, "I am with a 
customer . " 

He glares at Brooke, then throws his hands up and drifts past the 
counter, into the backroom. Brooke smells the booze and liquorice 
paint thinner coming off him. She looks down at her hands while he 
rummages around loudly. When he reappears, Evadine says, "Why don't 
you say hello to Thaddy, Nicholaos? He's playing outside." 

"I will see him later," he says, as he heads out. "Keep the store 
open, Eva . " 

In such a raspy, defeated way, Evadine says to Brooke, "This is what 
she leaves me." 

Brooke takes off shortly after Nicholaos does. Evadine walks her to 
the front door and tells her to stop by whenever she'd like, if she's 
still around. Brooke thanks her; she grasps Evadine ' s hands and 
touches her cheeks to hers, but when she pulls back, the woman is no 
longer the eloquent mystery she'd started out as. Instead she's just 
aged, succumbing to the ticking clocks that envelope her, every 
second an objective reminder of a mortal countdown. She used to make 
bombs. She's retired now. 

# 

When Brooke gets back to the safehouse, Domenic takes her by the hand 
and they dance through the apartment barefoot. He's already opened a 
bottle of wine. 

"While you were having a day out, my sweet, I might have done it, " he 
says. "Glory be, I might have found them." 

"You made Seager's tails? Domenic!" 

"We'll need another day to be certain, but I've a good feeling. I 
think you might've spooked our girl up in the Seer's Tower, 
unf athomably , to our advantage. She's a little jumpy tonight." 


"And the king?" Brooke smirks. 



"Still in the castle, love." Domenic dips her, sort of. 

When Domenic goes to sleep that night, Brooke takes a seat behind the 
binoculars and wraps herself in a blanket. She can only watch the 
mark for so long before she makes a few adjustments and finds a tiny 
clock shop out there down by the pier with a light on inside. 

Brooke is struck by today. Soon, she and Domenic will have to do what 
they came to Kyklos to do, pull off an amazing, daring raid and haul 
a man back to their safe house. Soon she will be faced with men with 
guns and she'll need to shoot them first. She doubts she'll feel 
anything after, because she'll be caught in the moment and then 
they'll be nothing to her. Only a far-flung, remembered scene: faces, 
blood specksa€"it happened, but so what? She doesn't need to deal 
with the fallout or the pain that comes after the initial, shocking 
blow that somehow numbs because it's so sudden. She knows how to make 
people cry out, coaxing from them an ever-present response called 
pain, but to her it's just one more thing to take advantage of, to 
get results she wantsa€"and, if Rachel was to be believed, to save 
the world, sometimes. 

Soon they'll be on their way. Soon she'll continue living this 
extraordinary life, doing extraordinary things. And Seager, his life 
couldn't be any more opposite of hers. She thinks he's living a fake 
life full of fake people, trapped inside the man-made confines of 
time and routine. 

She's drawn back to the shop because she feels she has witnessed 
living for the first time since waking upa€"the volatility of it and 
popular problems. The feeling that there are things beyond her 
control, and not in the hands of anyone else either, only the 
universe . 

Brooke has thought before that this whole thing, kidnapping Seager, 
feels like a game, like an upscale production. These are their taped 
down marks, everyone and everything in their rightful place. Here are 
their cues: Seager will sleep at lam and wake up and leave his villa 
at 11. 

When they kidnap him in a couple days, it'll be a pretty major 
disruption he'll need to contend with for a while. But they do need 
him alive, and if all goes well, according to some brilliant 
masterplan only Rachel knows, they'll let him go. 

Soon it'll all be over, and Seager will go back to this. His fake 
life that's put on pause momentarily will just resume. 


6 . Six 

The day begins with a phone call to Rachel who's been feeling 
restless, but she knows the importance of patience and the need for 
certainty and it's fine. She understands why it's taking them so 
long. But Brooke has good news: Brooke calls to tell her 
"Tonight . " 

Rachel says, "The moment it's done you let me know." 


"I will." 



Before she hangs up Rachel says, "Be strong." Maybe it's the way she 
says it but what she really means, Brooke suspects, is _don't fuck 
up ._ 

Brooke scopes out Seager's villa againa€"then his watcher, Barra 
Kane, who putters around her own apartment doing housework. Seager's 
schedule is old familiar but his day is not really important to them. 
Domenic has overheard plans Seager has made for tonight, and that's 
when they'll do it. That's when they'll grab him. Brooke and Domenic, 
then, too, have a sluggish day of waiting. Domenic navigates a big 
newspaper at the table and Brooke closes her eyes as she lets herself 
tip over on the sun-warmed couch. 

The moment reminds her of another time, in another safe house with 
another man. This doesn't feel so different and it comforts her. It's 
her, slipped into a steamy bath, the door eased way open so she can 
hear that everything is where it should be, that Benson is padding 
around nearby. When he stops someplace where their eyes connect from 
across the apartment, there's kind of a mutual feeling between them 
of trust, Brooke decided then, a reaffirmation that they are both 
still here this evening. It was the slightest difference between 
keeping an eye on each other, and keeping an eye out for one another. 
She'd been doing this longer than he had, during this point of 
contact in their livesa€"the part of the figure-8 where two 
independent circles meet and overlap and stay for a while before 
moving ona€"and she guided him. She protected him, or she felt like 
she did. It was moments like these where she didn't think she'd be 
able to go through with killing him, if she was ordered to. It would 
have felt absurd or cruel, completely out of place. But that's their 
climate: moments of this amazing calm, silent and unpolluted, and 
then because of forces from above, because of things happening 
thousands of miles away, everything changes. 

She pulls herself up when she hears an unforgettable noise coming 
from the other room. It's not a threatening noise, but it's 
nauseating and makes her antsy: a plastic crackle that flutters like 
a bed sheet too uncontrollable to shake out and fold and get a handle 
on. Then there's the squeal of tape stretching out across a 
surface . 

She enters the unused bedroom where Domenic has been unfurling 
plastic from a giant roll, slicing through the cloudy material with 
an orange boxcutter, and laying it all over the floor. Domenic pauses 
to glance over and sees that she's awake, but continues his work. 
Brooke says nothing when she begins to help. She pulls free the 
plastic while he cuts it to pieces. They cover every inch of the 
white drywall, uniformly taping and stapling together their 
kill-room. The cord of their construction lamp in the corner they 
secure with electrical tape as well, as if they have a mind to 
prevent foolish workplace accidents. They work in silence and leave 
the same way as they shut off the light and seal the doora€"when it 
locks it traps all sound and everything inside. 

Domenic fixes them an early dinner and they sit and eat in the 
dinette, hushed. The clock ticks down to sunset and Domenic pats his 
coat and leaves the apartment. He takes their very commonplace, 
older-styled hatchback and Brooke watches through the blinds his 
taillights winding down the road towards Seager's villa. 



They decided on the perfect place yesterday. When Seager leaves his 
villa he always takes a certain route into town, cutting down a steep 
footpath that eventually brings him to a main road into the more 
urban part of Kyklos. While his villa is, by design, awkwardly open, 
there is a patch of foliage on the footpatha€"a large tree 
most lya€"that creates a solid blindspot from a certain angle, that 
being the Seer's Tower (the apartment of Seager ' s vigilant 
protector) . Once Seager passes by the tree, he's firmly in Barra's 
reassuring grasp so their ideal outcome is that he just vanishes, and 
Barra is left wondering. No matter what she does afterwardsa€"call 
for reinforcements, call the cavalrya€"Domenic will have pulled off a 
clean grab. They'll recede back into their safe house like hermits 
and lock the door and it will all be over soon after. Then it is up 
to Rachel, whatever she'll be doing. 

Domenic needs to leave his car on the road around the corner, farther 
away from the footpath than he'd like so he'll have to do some 
walking, but he parks and just smokes for now. Brooke watches the 
villa with her binoculars. Eventually Seager leaves in his casual 
summer clothes and takes his usual route and the job begins. 

Brooke raises Domenic on their frequency and says, "He's out and he's 
moving. One minute." 

Domenic gets out of the car and heads up the road after Seager and 
she can see him hurry up, trying to close the distance as casually as 
he can. Now they're both on the footpath. 

Here they suffer their first setback. Brooke's mouth goes dry when 
she sees Seager look over his shoulder purely by chance and take 
notice of Domenic. Although Brooke hears nothing, and nobody says 
anything, she can nearly feel Domenic' s heart stop from where she is. 
Seager doesn't react because Domenic is anyone or can be anyone. It's 
been 15 years of beachside indulgence for Seager... why become 
suspicious now? 

But Brooke sees a very slight hand movement from Seager. He's got a 
chatter in his palm. 

"Domenic, you gotta make a move," she says. 

Domenic 's pace is still unhurried, matching Seager ' s, because he 
doesn't want to spook him. Brooke levels her binoculars at the woman 
who lives across the water and finds her on her balcony, face buried 
in her own spotting gear. She wasn't there a moment ago. Brooke 
hisses: "He's made contact with the Seer, Domenic. There's no more 
time . " 

Seager reaches the tree and Domenic knows this is the cut-off point. 
They're still invisible to Barra but only just. He draws his pistol 
and tells Seager to stop but Seager doesn't. He just passes the tree 
and Domenic says, "I'll fucking shoot. Stop." 

Seager freezes. When Brooke finds Barra again, she finds her with a 
sniper rifle in her arms. Brooke breaks from her binoculars and gets 
to a knee and while she shoves an arm deep underneath the couch she 
says, "She's a shootera€"don ' t take another step." 

"Walk backwards," she hears Domenic order Seager, but Seager doesn't 


move . 



Brooke tugs her own rifle free and lays it across the windowsill. She 
acquires Barra but her scope hasn't been adjusted to take a shot like 
this. She thinks about it and makes the calculation in her head. It's 
not an easy one, even in the steadiest of Spartan handsa€"if such 
machine accuracy is even possible at this distance and in a pinch. 

She starts winding and clicking and knows she'll only have one 
shot . 

Barra is still blind, Brooke thinks. Barra still can't see Domenic 
behind the large cluster of tree leaves so there she is just resting 
her rifle on the railing of her balcony, waiting for Domenic to 
appear. Brooke can make out her lips movinga€"she ' s talking to Seager 
like Brooke's talking to Domenic, instructing him, and they are the 
real matchup of this. Like they're corner men, she thinks Barra is 
urging Seager to draw Domenic out, while Domenic is telling him again 
to walk towards him. But neither man does anything, at a complete 
standstill. She thinks Seager doesn't know Domenic has orders not to 
kill him, so he's stuck safely in place, afraid of doing something 
too daring or too brave. 

But Brooke is wrong about all that. Barra isn't telling Seager to 
walk. She's actually telling him not to movea€"be very still. Brooke 
sees her fiddle with her scope, like she's going to take a wild shot 
anyway, and Brooke suddenly figures it out: less visible to Brooke 
and more so to Barra, from her angle in her tower, are the glass 
walls of Seager ' s villa that's not too far away. The lights inside 
have all gone out, and what's all there has become a gigantic mirror 
of their sunset hillside. 

Brooke screams for Domenic to roll. Domenic throws himself towards 
the base of the tree in a show of absolute trust just as a rifle 
round explodes through the tangled leaves and smashes into the hill 
off the footpath. Almost instantaneously Brooke takes her shot at 
Barra; the glass door of that apartment blows up, soundless from 
here. Brooke ejects the casing and looks for a confirmation of the 
kill. The balcony is empty, but Brooke is uncertain. Her compensation 
and adjustments were hasty and improvised. She keeps her eyes stuck 
on Barra ' s apartment . 

She hears Domenic cry out from over the radio. She says, "What's 
happening? Domenic!" 

"Little fucker sprayed me!" 

"What's wrong with you?" 

" I can ' t see ! " 

"Seager? " 

"He's taken off!" 

Brooke keeps watching Barra's apartment but she knows she's being 
pulled away. "Can you catch him?" 

"That's another story," Domenic says. He coughs and blows his nose. 
"He's got a hell of a head start and once I'm downhill I'm 
blind . " 



"Then I'm chasing." Brooke waits until the last possible second and 
finally drops the rifle. She snatches up her jacket and strides to 
the door. "Be my eyes and keep low. Sniper might still be 
around . " 

"You won't get here in time," Domenic says, panting. 

"I have wheels." 

"You do?" 


# 

Across the water, Barra Kane lies flat on a limp deck chair, little 
fragments of glass all over her body. She's got one hand on her 
rifle, the other on the reclining lever that's cranked upwards. Her 
target was warned, and it saved her life. When she thinks it's safe 
she slides down to the floor and covers her hands with a pair of 
flip-flops she has lying around, and crawls in from her balcony. Her 
hands and feet crunch through shards of her broken sliding door. Once 
inside she kills the lights in her apartment and keeps low while she 
grabs a loaded handgun from underneath the oven. With a quick sweep 
of the hallway, Barra runs downstairs and minutes later, her sleek, 
red four-door veers manically into traffic. She's racing towards the 
centre of town. 

At the other end of the bay, Brooke climbs into a blustery off-roader 
parked at the end of the block. It's a rental that belongs to the 
often drunk, often loud group of vacationers that are staying in the 
suite nearby. Brooke knows where they leave the keys and they're out 
tonighta€"they ' ve walked or cabbed into town because that's where 
everyone else is goinga€"so she was in and out of their place. 
Tonight's a public holiday in Kyklos and all over the island. She 
starts up the car and rumbles off. It's dark enough to need 
headlights now. 

"Where am I going, Domenic?" she says. 

"Take the main road into town. Seager's still on the movea€"I can see 
him from here. You blow past every stop sign and make a few liberal 
turns, you'll get there before he does." 

Brooke takes his unwitting advice: she charges through an empty 
t-junction and pulls hard to the left, into the curb where beyond the 
lit-up town opens up fully past this sudden drop. The off-road 
vehicle bucks hard but makes it over and she careens down the side of 
this huge, bumpy hill on a path straight to Seager. Its suspension 
groans and lifts off the rocky surface on two or three wheels 
sometimes but she always manages to wrestle it back down. Then the 
ground levels out and she crashes through hedges and reaches the main 
road, swerving over the line and rejoining her lane more or less. She 
keeps going, around another bend, and then the glimmering town centre 
is just ahead. 

She nearly totals the back of someone's truck when traffic halts 
completely farther on. People come from all over, walking down the 
side of the road like a huge Diaspora, whooping, shirtless or 
shoeless from the beach. Dusty cars line the shoulder all over the 
place, both up and down the lanes. She looks for an exit but she's 
crammed in. High beams cut across her rear-view mirror. "God dammit," 



she says. 


"He's reached the centre now. Where are you?" 

"In traffic . " 

"Ah. " 

They'd wanted there to be all this commotion tonight. Now it was 
becoming a nuisance. The entire town centre she can see is packed 
with wandering, drifting people. 

When there's enough space to get off the road Brooke finds a place to 
put the car and gets out. She's rammed it halfway into a ditch 
because she has no more time to waste but any onlookers who pass by 
just hoot good-naturedly at her parking job and take another sip from 
their beers and keep walking. Brooke says, "Is he still 
there? " 

"He's moving in a straight line. I nabbed his chatter out of his hand 
when he hit me so unless his lady told him where to meet, the man's 
just running scared." 

Walking fast, Brooke starts to pick up straight-line speed. She's 
able to dart around the ambling packs of people and close the 
distance and she spots Seager down the street. He moves briskly but 
he's not in shape. He's motivated by panic, most of all. 

"Domenic, I'm on him," she says. "You get back to the car and work on 
getting us out of here." 

"I can do that." 

Brooke follows Seager at a distance. He's beginning to lag a bit, 
catching his breath. He looks behind him but he doesn't know who he's 
looking for. There are too many people around him to make sense of 
anything. Too many sounds and too much motion he gets lost looking 
at. But he does change direction, and after a few confident turns, 
Brooke has a feeling he's got a destination in mind. 

"Is there anything we missed, Domenic? A place he knows to get to? 
Seager 's heading west on Lada. And he just took another 
alleyway . " 

"You sure he's not just trying to shake you?" 

Brooke skips the alley and sees him at the next intersection. He's 
still going somewhere and not trying to hide. "Triglias now, still 
moving west." 

Domenic pauses to think, then he says, "You're running out of time. 
There's a bar and grill a few blocks away called Dinakis. You know 
it? I've a hunch that'll be the spot." 


"How come?" 

"There's a barfly inside who'll be startlingly sober." 
"How much do you trust your hunches?" 



"If you let Seager step foot inside, I'm telling you there is a very 
real chance we lose him for good." 

Brooke picks up her pace and crosses the street, then breaks into a 
harrowing run. 

# 

Seager pushes through another partying mob wiggling around to the 
nearby rattles and thumps of percussive buskers, and he spots 
Dinakis' warmly lit sign. It's an opened-up establishment on the 
corner that extends way out onto the sidewalk and it's packed with 
diners. He hurries on inside, breathing hard, wiping his forehead 
with his dishevelled sleeve, and proceeds to the bar at the back 
where there's already a man waiting for him. Any other day this 
person would look like a sleepy regular, but right now he's keen-eyed 
and poised on his stool. 

He asks Seager as he approaches, "Are you hurt?" 

"Just lightheaded. Don't they pay you to come running?" 

"Ms. Kane said she lost contact with you." 

"They took my chatter." 

"Were you followed?" 

Seager looks out towards the street. "I don't know. Probably." 

"We need to go." The man reaches into his jacket and gets to his 
feet. "Ms. Kane's on her waya€"another few minutes, she said. She'll 
meet us out back." He leads Seager past the washrooms and before they 
head through the kitchen door, he beckons for another man across the 
restaurant to join hima€"with Seager compromised, there's no point in 
sticking around. This one's another private security type in disguise 
with a hand near a pistol somewhere on him and they all leave through 
the kitchen. 

The moment that door swings shut, though, the tall, inky-haired 
brunette who's leaning on a casual arm at the busy end of the bar 
(who arrived and flirted for a quick minute with the barfly who did 
not reek of booze, right before Seager burst in, sweating) turns her 
head. She's seen and heard everything. 

Seager and his protection detail move past the greasy grill and 
sweltering deep-fryers and catch confused looks from the kitchen 
staff, but they don't slow down. Nobody asks questions. The kitchen 
leads into a hallway, and the exit is just ahead. 

Brooke's shoes are suddenly loud and rapid on the floor behind them, 
and when they turn around she's already in the middle of the trio. 

She has fast hands that disarm, and a really jagged elbow and she is 
an Old Testament surge that doesn't stop coming: the one closest 
sneezes nose blood across the wall while the other pushes Seager 
aside and yanks free his own handgun but with her enormous reach and 
gathered momentum Brooke chops at his arm and it whips back down by 
his side numb maybe broken, and she gives him a huge, two handed 
heave down the remainder of the hallway and out through the back 
exit. They're outside now and she's gathered him into a headlock. 



Seager's already taken off and Brooke sees him tearing down the 
alleyway towards the street. It doesn't take much more effort on her 
part to put the man she's got struggling in her arms to sleep and she 
discards him next to the dumpster. 

She's two steps into resuming her chase after Seager when she feels 
headlights shining up her back because her shadow stretches out 
before her. She hears an engine rev from the opposite end of the 
alley . 

It takes only a suspecting glimpse behind her at this car's red sheen 
before Brooke snaps to and begins to charge out of here. There's the 
wail of wheelspin like a gung-ho racecar driver leaving a rainy 
starting line that screeches after her. 

Brooke makes it out of the alleyway before Barra Kane blasts free a 
second later having lost a side mirror on her ungainly corner exit, 
and her car lurches over the sidewalk. She slams a foot on the brakes 
and points a pistol at Brooke but she's already ducked behind a 
terrified couple holding each other on the curb. Barra doesn't take 
the shot so Brooke dashes into the street and begins to cut through 
the mishmash crowd that's clogging up everything. 

Frustrated, Barra dumps her pistol back into the cupholder and does 
her best to keep up, stopping and going through the good-time chaos 
that's taken over the town. In the distance, people splash around in 
a magnificent fountain and spill their wineglasses and scream in 
delight . 

Now Seager is making this up as he goes and he's going anywhere he 
can. Brooke keeps on him, moving with thick-skinned insistence and 
resolve like how you try to get to the foot of the stage at a rowdy 
music festival. He looks back once or twice and spots her because now 
he knows who's after him. 

"Domenic, " Brooke has to yell, over the noise, "The Seer's after us. 
She's in a red Hirata. You copy?" 

He says, "I'll keep an eye out. Are you all right?" 

"I'm fine. Where are you?" 

"Still trying to get anywhere near, unfortunately." 

Domenic' s in their hatchback so Brooke assumes he must be facing the 
same trouble every other driver is. He needs to arduously crawl 
through foot traffic, honking as he goes. 

Seager reaches the other side of the street and Brooke tails him down 
the sidewalk. He disappears into a coffee shop and locks the door 
behind him. Brooke's barely a moment behind him, and she rattles the 
handle but the shop inside is a disorganized, understaffed muddle and 
nobody is paying attention to her. Through the glass she sees Seager 
slowly backing away towards the rear of the shop, eyes on her. 

Back on the street, Barra's red car is about a block away, obvious as 
she painstakingly parts the crowd on a beeline towards them. All she 
needs is a good angle for a clear shot. With a grunt, Brooke gives 
the door handle a harsh tug, and the bolt snaps in two. Some people 
turn at the sound; Seager's eyes bulge and he scrambles to leave. 



Brooke needs to jostle and push her way through the backed up 
checkout line but she gets past and reaches the backdoor. 

She feels like she's been set up when she steps outside because an 
engine roars and Barra encased in steel comes flying into her from 
the side. Brooke rolls off the car, smashing her shoulder into the 
windshield. Barra swerves to a stop where the alley ends at a sudden 
wall and she reaches for her pistol but her door pops open and she's 
hauled out of her seat. Brooke flings her against the side of the 
building and flays the knuckles of her fist on stucco when Barra 
bounces away like a flashy wrestler on and off the ropes. 

She's quick; Barra jabs her in the ribs as she escapes and with a 
giant leap off the side of her car, she lands on Brooke's back, arms 
coming in for a choke, strong legs wrapped around her waist. Brooke's 
fingers close around Barra's wrist and she pithily pries apart her 
arms and gulps at the air. 

Barra pounds on the back of her head before Brooke runs her backwards 
into the wall and obliterates a ceramic gutter pipe. She begins to 
crush the smaller woman, grinding her heels into the cobblestone. 
Trapped like this she can't hit Brooke anymore and it becomes painful 
to breathe, but Barra is already confident she knows the best way to 
take her out. When Brooke turns her attention to forcing Barra's 
knees apart and off of her, Barra's deft hands manage to undo her own 
belt and she drops it over Brooke's head. She jerks it tight across 
her throat and Brooke suddenly feels a sense of alarm. 

But it's not really debilitating because she can probably tear apart 
the leather with her two hands if she wanted to. It was more just 
ferocious and unexpecteda€"Brooke wonders briefly why she hasn't 
outright killed Barra yet. Still, she loosens up and sinks to her 
knees like she's in trouble, letting Barra to her feeta€"in a second 
her very vulnerable, thin legs are right next to Brooke. She grabs 
hold and cleanly lugs Barra to the ground, the swiftness of her 
pounce taking the other woman by clear surprise. 

With a single punch, Barra's face is bloody and her head lolls as 
Brooke pins her down with a knee on her gut, and a hand on her chest. 
She's already fighting to remain conscious and that's the fight. Her 
hands are down by her sides. 

Brooke sees movement at the end of this alleyway and she holds back 
her next blow. Seager's standing there, but he's got a look on his 
face that's one of fear and shame because he's unable to help, and he 
wants to help. He can't leave Barra when she's like this, Brooke 
realizes, because he loves her. 

Barra spots him too and shouts dazedly at him to run. This time 
Seager stays put. With a cautious slowness, Brooke gets off of Barra 
and she holds up her bloody hands, outstretched, like she's 
approaching a skittish thing. She wants to show him that she means no 
harm, that Barra will be fine. He looks at her with a kind of scorn, 
like she's betrayed him because he does recognize her and she makes 
him sick. It makes Brooke feel like she's let him down 
somehow . 

Seager begins to walk off, leading Brooke away, and she looks over 
Barra once more. She decides she's not a threat like this. And if 
Seager must live, as Rachel has dictated, there is a chance this will 



have just been an off-day for the couple. Seager will return to his 
life after he has been used by Rachel, and although Barra is being 
paid to be here, she is still a part of that life. Brooke has no 
reason to steal her away from Seager. She thinks she might have 
decided this at an earlier point than now. 

So she follows him but he doesn't wander far, just eventually into a 
hotel lobby where he takes a comfortable seat in the middle of 
everything and everyone and waits for her to approach. It's an 
upscale, heart-of-Kyklos kind of tourist accommodation; lit torches 
and showy Ionian columns encircle the lobby. Guests come and leave 
and seep in from outside the lively street, in the square. Seager 
stares her down with every step, waiting for her to pull out a weapon 
and finish him off in front of everyone, but instead she takes a seat 
next to him. 

He starts to say something, but Brooke jabs him with a hypo needle 
when no one is looking. She keeps a hand on his arm, and he slumps 
over to rest on her shoulder. Though it looks like she's whispering 
something soothing to him, she's saying to Domenic, "We're at the 
Mykonos Resort. It's done." 

"Amazing work. Fields. Well done," Domenic says. "Shall I circle 
'round back?" 

"We'll be coming out the front." 

"I'll let you know when I'm there." 


# 

Barra Kane has managed to pick herself up and stumble back to her 
car. She knows Seager must be gone by now, and she'll need to call in 
and report her failure. But for now she sits in her car, bleeding and 
aching, with the feeling that she's been robbed of something and she 
doesn't understand it. When she finally starts up the car and puts it 
into reverse (there is only one way back onto the street) , another 
vehicle backs up out of an adjoining passage behind her and she 
abruptly halts. She waits for this other car to go but it remains 
completely still, idling. 

She peers through the rear view mirror. She takes her pistol with her 
when she gets out and is killed instantly when Domenic shoots her. 
He's been waiting here ever since he spotted her red car. His is a 
silenced shot and sounds like nothing because it sounds like a 
mischievous firecracker gone off in an alleyway, that's all. She 
violently collapses in the hellish taillight glow with her back 
against her sagging, open door. She bleeds black down the front of 
her jacket and sanguine dress she would've worn to meet Seager 
tonight . 

Brooke helps Seager into Domenic 's car when he pulls up in front of 
the hotel later and nobody asks questions because he looks like he's 
a terrible drunk and they're doing him a favour. When they get going 
again they are surrounded by people who are going to party until 
daylight; who thump harmlessly on the windows as they drive and 
holler happy drunken things; who look right into their backseat to 
see only a man who's pretty fucked up and nothing's wrong; who so 
engulf the car until Brooke and Domenic look like anyone else driving 
on the road, all just trying to get to somewhere tonight. Fireworks 



flare up and batter the dark sky and the crowds all over the town 
clap and cheer. It's done. They did it. They kidnapped Seager. But 
like they're riding out a tense, unpredictable storm, neither Brooke 
or Domenic say anything on the long drive back. 

Rachel will be pleased. Brooke will call her tonight and wait for her 
to tell her good job. Then Rachel will get to work, putting this 
knowledge to use, that she is the one who controls Seager now. It 
means much more to her than it does Brooke or Domenic, who know only 
that Seager must live (for now?) . This next part is crucial if she 
wants to pull off whatever she is about to start pulling off. Which 
brings us to . . . 


7. Seven (The Real Story) 

Part Two: The Real Story (or. Let's Hear From People Who Know What's 
Really Going On) 

The old, suited bastards leave the glass-box conference room one 
after the other, leaving another man at the table looking 
traumatized, like everything around him is coming apart. This is 
Russell Choi, in his early forties, and the fifth executive board 
member of the very successful weapons conglomerate New Horizon Arms. 
The three men who just left are led in particular by a grey-haired 
prick called Barney Maness; all three are board members themselves, 
and, even more damning, together form a deciding majority. 

Maness has just told Choi what's going to happen in a couple days, 
and that there's nothing he can do to stop it. It's very cordial, and 
Maness seems apologetic because he likes Choi and sees him as a son 
or something but it's "just not your time, Russ," he said. "We'll try 
again in a few years, when things are back to normal." 

Again in a few years if NHA is even still around. The repercussions 
are kind of fuzzy and undefined as of yet. At least they were blunt 
with Choi. They said they're in a tricky spot and they don't have any 
other option but to come to a decision and put it to a vote that will 
have already been decided. 

In short NHA's being blackmailed. They told him it was an unfortunate 
situation from historya€"dirty baggage like anyone else has got, 
necessary then to get NHA where it is today, to have kept it afloat 
in the cutthroat climate of the wartime defence contractor game. It's 
not important that he knows what that previous fuck up is exactly 
because they're going to keep it buried with this vote. The only 
damage will be financiala€"everyone will just need to "weather the 
storm . " 

Maness will probably be okay, but this surprise acquisition without a 
doubt will leave Choi in a good deal of trouble. 

"We ' re about to get fucked, we ' re about to get fucked, we ' re about to 
get fucked, " Choi proclaims as he storms into the office of Parker 
Conway, NHA's Chief Financial Officer. 

She glances up from her salad and wipes her mouth with a napkin. She 
looks like she wants to disappear because has a guilty look on her 
face when she says, "I know." 



"You... know?" Choi says. "You... Do you know what I've been doing 
the last 15 months, Parker? Lubricating buttholes. Yeah. For 
nothing . " 

Parker goes slightly limp in her chair. "They're torpedoing Kinetech. 
Shit . I'm sorry . " 

"I had them, Parker. We were a month away from signing. Tops," Choi 
says. "Who the _hell_ is Annex Global?" He digs into his chatter: 
"Give me everything on AXGL . " It twitters and complies. 

While he flicks at his device, Parker says, "How much are we 
projected to lose on Annex? Did they say?" 

"I don't know but Maness said to hold onto our collective dick and 
balls," Choi says without looking up. "Our plowback's going to take a 
hit in the acquisition alonea€"we ' re going to have to move money 
around to even do this thing. Then there's going to be panic. I don't 
know how bad but you remember the guy running Kaiserreich? His very 
sudden and equally tragic foray into mega-seed?" Parker grimaces and 
Choi says, "He thought it was a good idea up until they 
imploded . " 

"Of course he turned out to be right all along." 

"Yeah, well, he jumped off the Defenders' Memorial knowing everyone 
thought he was a deluded idiot way before then. That isn't the case 
herea€"this is coercion and there's no good way to spin it. I'd take 
the scandal over this shit. At least we'd bounce back. A move like 
this is... Shareholders won't think about sticking it out and 
potentials won't even want to dip a toe in the water, thirty percent 
undervalue or not . " 

"Thirty? They said thirty?" Parker asks, eyes wide. 

"That's conservative." 

"We cana€"I don't knowa€"buy market research. Make a case and try to 
retain . " 

"Market research that doesn't exist and won't. Maybe the only thing 
it does show is that it won't work, and others have tried. And 
failed. Because it looks like what it is: a fucking terrible, fucking 
stupid, nonsense decision. What arms giant initiates a takeover of 
a... a... landscaping company?!" Choi stares at the screen in his 
hand, dismayed. 

Parker feebly corrects him: "A growing industrial venture that just 
signed an MOU with the government. They're about to scoop up a 
hundred billion dollar contract." 

"That we won't see a cent of, Parker. We're not getting the contract. 
UEG st ipulat iona€"legal barrier in place that says plainly we 
couldn't funnel those specific funds into any arms development 
whatsoever. They're gonna send in an army of auditors and watchdogs. 
We're going to be selling that thing offa€"we'll have to. If we're 
going to survive the next quarter we're gonna need to strip Annex 
down for parts. Same with the rest of our LLCs . . . They're making us 
gut ourselves," Choi says. "Bastards planned this." 



"You think it's one of our competitors? Or Annex's?" 

"There's a dozen companies gunning for that contract. It'll be 
impossible to find out who's behind thisa€"whoever ' s got dirt on 


"So we do like Maness says. We buckle up." 

Choi goes all quiet for a moment. Then he says, "Do you remember when 
I said Kinetech was gonna be our personal Jesus? This was some time 


Parker cocks her head. "Russell, you didn't." 

"All in. Serena's savings, Anthony's trust fund..." 

"Oh, fuck me. You need to sell," Parker says. "Today." 

"You know we've been taking hits." 

"Still better than later." 

"It might be all over for me already. I've been taking out loans the 
last two years..." 

"Shit." Parker sighs. "At least you know you can always crash on my 
couch . " 

"Don't fucking joke about that." Choi scowls. "Everyone's going down. 
A decision this bone-headed, how's that gonna play? Parker, they're 
gonna look at you. Whether you had anything to do with it or not. 
Davey Thibault just made the cover of Fortune and is too fucking 
pretty to throw under the busa€"they ' 11 keep him on as CEO. Maness 
sure as hell won't own up to it. I'm surprised they haven't tried to 
bribe you into..." Choi pauses, studying Parker. She's silent, and 
she wants him to finish that realization. Her sullen face is telling 
him he's right so he does: "They're fucking buying you out. The rest 
of your contract." 

Parker says, "They told me it's the best option I have." 

"They gave you options? Like what? How hard they fuck you? Slower? 
Faster? Between the tits? Are you kidding me, Parker, you're gonna 
take their money?" 

"They gave me a figure, on top of everything. It's a good 
amount . " 

"No amount is a good amount. They're gonna assassinate you!" Choi 
says. "What are you gonna do? The Sun's gonna want an exclusive A-l 
on you, and you don't want to sit down with the Sun, those fucking 
hacks. I'll tell you now it'll be about how you singlehandedly tanked 
one of the most prolific arms companies of our time, and you're gonna 
have to come up with that reason. They're gonna want tears, 

Parker . " 

"Then I won't sit down with them. No press. No interviews." 

"That won't be part of the deal, though. Guarantee you, they're gonna 
get that story, and until Jonathan the summer intern hand-delivers it 



to Maness himself, you're not getting your money. They'll get a 
lawyer to make sure of that. It's show business at this 
point . " 

"Then I don't care," Parker says. She sets her jaw. "I just need the 
money . " 

"Parker, _I_ need money. _You_ can tell Maness to fuck off." 

"I was in front of a judge. Last week, Russell," Parker says. 
"Stephen's cleaning me out." 

Choi stops pacing and very carefully takes a seat on the edge of her 
desk. He says, "I never liked him." 

"My own kid called me a fucking deadbeat and she's 13 years 
old." 

"How is the scamp?" 

"She's... you know, she's 13. We're going to get pizza later, you 
want to come? You she actually likes." 

"Yeah, alright," Choi says. He looks around her office. "Parker, this 
company strangled your marriage to death. They owe you more than 
this . " 

"I'm fine with it, whatever 's coming. It's this or next to nothing 
that I get. You're the one who's going to get hit the hardest." She 
leans forward and puts her hand on his. "What are you going to do, 
big guy?" 

They're both startled when there's a chortled ring as Parker's office 
line fills the room. Parker takes back her hand, as if they've been 
caught out, and answers the phone: "Hello? Hi, Ginger. Yeah, he's 
here . Hold on . " 

Parker puts the call on mute. "It's for you. It's Ginger." 

Choi looks confused. "My Ginger?" 

"What the hell is she doing calling me? How does she know to look for 
you through me?" 

"She's very intuitive." 

Parker gives him a glare. "Russell." 

"You might feature pretty heavily in my 
dayplanner . " 

"Russell ! " 

"She covers for me. When Serena calls the office." He wags his finger 
between the two of them. "_This_ doesn't happen without Ginger. Ipso 
facto she's my everything." He puts the call on conference and says, 
"Ginger, whatever it is you want I don't have time for it." 


"Did you call Mr. Wyman back?" 



"I don't know who that is. 


"So no?" 

"So God no." 

Ginger lets out a noise that sounds hushed and judgmental. She 
chides, "He called you last night. He told me it's very important he 
reaches you." 

"How important?" 

There's a knock on Parker's door and her assistant Tina comes in. She 
says to Parker, "Sorry, Ms. Conway, there's a man here to see Mr. 
Choi?" 

Still on the line. Ginger says, "Important enough for him to track 
you down. That'll be him." 

Choi groans. "Ginger you're supposed to keep them waiting. You're 
supposed to stonewall. That's why your position exists." 

"He got to me, Russell. He's very attractive. And he's such a 
charmer. He has the dreamiest smile I've ever seen, Russell. The 
whitest teeth." 

The older, white-haired man who strolls through the door despite 
Tina's objections (and who is everything Ginger described) says, 
"Ginger, my sweet, my muse, you need to leave something to the 
imagination. You'll ruin my entrance." 

Ginger begins to babble her apologies and Choi says to Parker, "Hang 
up on her . " 

All he gets back is a distracted, wide-eyed "Hmmm?" She's not much 
more helpful than Ginger. 

Choi leans over and does the deed himself and his chirpy assistant 
abruptly vanishes from the room. He says, "You're Wyman? 

"I am if you're Russell Choi." 

"I'm Parker," Parker cuts in, smiling like she's in a daze. She can't 
take her eyes off him. 

Wyman says, "Hello, ParkeraC"" 

"Hi . " 


"a€"this is a very nice office you have. Very tidy. You mind if I 
steal Russell from you?" 

Choi says, "Regarding what?" 

"NHA's bumpy monster of a pickle. Impending doom?" 

Tina looks up and adjusts her glasses, puzzled. 

"Tina, get out." Choi points to the door. After she leaves, to Wyman 
he says, "What do you know?" 



"I know you're all about to make some really bad decisions. I know 
NHA is in serious trouble. And I know why," Wyman says. "I'm here to 
talk options . " 

"I'm listening." 

"Not here. And only with you. You should come with me for a 
ride . " 

"Parker's in this too. Whatever you say to me you can say to her. 
We're both in the dark on this," Choi says. 

"Well, I'll tell you what I tell you, and you might decide it's just 
not appropriate to pass along. Or you might. Wait and see. I'm not 
going to make that call," Wyman says. "Parker, dear, if you love him, 
you'll let him go." 

For a moment, the two are silent. Choi finally asks, "Who are 
you? " 

"Frank Wyman. ONI Section Two. I'm retired now," Wyman says. "Yeah. 
NHA is having one of those days, kids. So come on, Russell, my guy's 
double parked. You hungry? Let's go grab a sandwich." 

# 


"What did Barney Maness tell you?" Wyman asks Choi. Wyman pays for a 
hotdog from a cart and the two sit on the winding seawall while 
cyclists and joggers go by. 

"He said it was about something NHA did during the war," Choi says. 
"Shady practices. Guess someone found out." 

"Isn't that suspicious." 

"It's corporate espionage, is what it is. These things 
happen . " 

"Well I wouldn't be here if that was simply the case, Russell." 

"Why are you here?" 

Wyman says, "I wanna present to you a couple of options. One's doing 
nothing, the other's doing something considerably... more. Before I 
do that, though, I'm gonna educate you. Maness said it was something 
NHA did." 

"Yeah. " 

"Didn't say it was something he did." 

"Well I gathered." 

"It was. For the record," Wyman says. "He was the man to be back 
then, during the war. I say that facetiously. He was the head guy but 
nobody would've been envious of his position. NHA was in dire straits 
for a while there. You can trust me on that. They were this close to 
folding . " 



"But they didn't." 


"But they didn't, because here you are pal. No, they pulled 
themselves back from the brink. Now they're one of the greats. One of 
those legacy corporations. And it was all because of Maness, Meyers, 
and Grant, from way back. And together they forma€"" 

"A majority, I know." 

"I was going to say a triumvirate, but your thing is a lot more 
relevant. Yeah they're the majority vote they're going to call in a 
couple daysa€"and easily passa€"because they're all pretty 
guilty . " 

"Of what? What do they want buried?" 

"They bribed a UNSC admiral to push forward NHA ingenuity during 
numerous navy budget powwows. Kaito Onomori, is his 
name . " 

"Bribery's a bad deal but how do you prove it?" Choi thinks about 
this. "And even then that's not a secret you tear apart the company 
over. That's just your average scandal," Choi says. "Maness is a rich 
fuck. His attorneys will say it's not a crime to spoil an old friend 
with a round of golf, a seafood dinner, and a very expensive hooker. 
If that hooker midthrust just happens to scream out she likes big, 
black NHA guns... well, then Popeye was inspired, not bribed. Hate to 
say it, but that's just fair play." 

"But you don't know the extent of their bribery. Because if you did, 
you'd know that it changes things. Pretty drastically. Russell, your 
company got him to agree to negligently commit resourcesa€"human 
lives and equipmenta€"in order to get the edge over their 
competitors . " 

"Okay, holy shit." 

"During the war, you remember the invasion of Sigma Octanus IV?" 

"It was breaking news," Choi says. "I was getting out of 
college . " 

"What you might not knowa€"and this is classified so you probably 
don'ta€"was that we knew about the attack beforehand. ONI did." 

Choi says, "SO-IV never fell, so they did their job? They're 
intelligence. I'm confused." 

"ONI let Troy and Harmony and countless other colonies fall before 
that. Did you know that? Sigma Octanus IV is one beautiful but 
bumfuck, out of the way place. I mean, Cote D'Azur only had a 
population of about 300,000, rest their souls, but I've seen 
inner-city projects with about that many people all crammed inside 
tenements. So why roll the dice? Why take the kind of losses that 
come with a naval engagement over a place like that? It's not like 
they knew they had a clear advantage, either: reports say the 
destroyer _Iroquois_ forced Naval Command's handa€"because her 
skipper pulled off a hell of a manoeuvre and didn't end up wreckage 
in space they decided to make a stand. 



"But let ' s go back a few days July something, in another system, 
distant, but relatively nearby: Sigma Octanus II. The Covenant 
battlegroup that came for SO-IV came from somewhere... they were 
parked in this system. Prowler Corps noted it, logged it, and it was 
business as usual because sometimes Naval Command acts on intel and 
sometimes they don't. The fact that they didn't says to me they were 
willing to let SO-IV burn, but that's beside the point. 

"Our good friend Admiral Onomori took notice of this report and 
signed off on a mission for a vessel to divert and check out this 
anomaly. That's the story the crew was feda€"the UNSC _Boxer_ and all 
hands were lost shortly after arriving. But whatever, it's what 
happened to _Vostok_ and __Arabia_, hundreds of recon missions that go 
south. That's usually enough to close an investigation, right? The 
thing is, there was a sole survivor." 

"How's that possible?" 

"A Marine. Can't remember his name. He made out okay and was picked 
up sometime later by a passing vessel before the Covenant hit 
Mombasa. He told his story. It never made news of course and the 
actual report got buried, but his testimony contradicted what the 
investigators had said. A little discrepancy that proved that the 
official findings were either speculation or straight up 
fiction . " 

"What was the word?" 

"That the _Boxer_ was passing through." 

"And what ' d the Marine say?" 

"That they were heading into a fight. That they knew there was an 
invasion fleet coming, and they were expecting friendly vessels to 
link up with them here." 

"So they were given a rally point." 

"One that no other ship nearby or otherwise ever received. But I 
believe the crew of the _Boxer_ believed it. The way this Marine told 
it, they never tried to escapea€"the ship captain went straight on in 
but not before evacuating non-essential personnel and they barely 
made it to the surface. But it sounds to me like nobody was supposed 
to get out of that alive." 

"He doesn't know personally they were ordered to stay. No less by 
Onomori," Choi says. "He's a ground-pounder. What good's his 
account ? " 

"It's not too damning, is it? Especially if he's a man who came out 
looking rough as hell. Yeah, it didn't seem like he was totally put 
togethera€"there are medical and psych records that go with this 
report because it's a take-what-you-will kind of deal. He has no 
credibility to speak of. But he doesn't need to have any. It's odd 
enough this incident wrapped up so cleanly. When you're a spy you 
tend to focus on the guy who smiles too much, who tries to convince 
you that everything's better than fine." 


"The investigators themselves." 



"Someone at ONI thought the same, that it was odd and really 
convenient, their final review. Because he was the person who passed 
the original Prowler report to the UNSCa€"a mid-level analyst called 
Addison Seager. Best-and-brightest kind of recruit. He'd been 
following this piece of intel since it first landed on his desk. Call 
it good hunting instinct. 

"So alarms go off in this guy's head. What does he know about this 
ship, the _Boxer_? Well he finds out for the two months before its 
destruction, she and her crew were out doing some kind of classified 
testing. Navy does this a lota€"nothing suspicious. But they suddenly 
drop everything and cut straight to SO-II when it's way out of their 
flight path? And they're just passing through? Doesn't add up. So 
what were they really doing? It might seem unconnected: they were 
field-testing a new armament manufactured by Misriah. A weapon 
guidance system that cut down on shipboard power usage by some 
something-percent. Back in the day, when a few percent meant the 
difference between firing the vessel's MAC cannon and not, R&D gurus 
would have unanimously agreed that's a big deal. This is all 
according to someone who gets too chatty after working out on the 
drydocks around the clock, by the way. He let slip that Misriah and 
the UNSC had sunk millions into this hardware already. And listen up, 
because here's where it gets relevant. This weapon guidance system 
was supposed to replace a proprietary one that was already in place 
fleet-wide, manufactured by NHA, and this was a transition months in 
the making. Onomori was present at every single meeting." 

"You think the admiral told Maness what was happeninga€"what they 
intended to do." 

"It's possible, leaning towards probable. A few weeks after the 
_Boxer_ goes down, NHA comes back rejuvenated. They've got new 
merchandise to peddle. They undercut Misriah at made-in-China, 
rollback prices, and Onomori makes his recommendation and it comes 
down to the numbers. Misriah suffers maybe embarrassmenta€"they ' re 
still a heavy hitter on just about every other front so they shrug 
this one off, never speak of it again. It's a deal that never made it 
out of closed-doors, after all. And it's interesting to nobody else 
but Seager. He digs around and finds it's not the first time 
Onomori ' s bailed NHA out. Nor is it the second, or third... 

"Take their patented-and-designed 120mm cannon mounted atop the 
Sphinx MBTa€"you remember that beast? No? Well it was short lived; 
when one blew up on the assembly line, which I might add took out six 
factory workers, two tankers, and a visiting army general, NHA 
specifically was cleared of any wrongdoing. I mean the 
UNSC-commissioned review went out of its way to make sure that that 
fact was sourced, referenced, repeated ad nauseam at the top of every 
houra€"these things don't come loaded with ammunition, NHA was never 
going to be part of the discussion, but still..." 

Choi says, "When a scandal breaks, you get vindication or you get 
smeared in the shit . " 

"I suppose you'd know how fickle investors can be. This is your area 
of expertise, after all," Wyman says. "Really puts things into 
perspective, when you think about it. A warmachine like that's made 
up of a hundred different systems, a million moving partsa€"the 
ultimate camel. It's truer for more things than you knowa€"we ' re all 
just dependent on another guy, and that guy someone else. What 



happens when all those parts suddenly turn on each other?" 


"What did Onomori do for NHA?" 

"He insisted the UNSC keep the review internal. That's not to say he 
did or didn't pay anyone off, but it made Seager curious," Wyman 
says. "These were all breadcrumbs. And fifteen years ago, this little 
monkey put these bits of inconsistencies together until he was 
convinced he had the tale of an illicit series of deals between 
Maness and Onomori. A great and terriblea€"and wholly 
prof itablea€"love affair spanning decades. 

"And there's another, darker implication, too, regarding the _Boxer_. 
If it came to light that Onomori really did give the order to 
investigate and engage a hostile battle group knowing the eventual 
outcome, it can be said that he was the one who forced the Covenant 
into accelerating their plan, attacking Sigma Octanus IV and the 
_Iroquois_ before Naval Command could quietly evacuate citizens like 
they did at Troy. Those 300,000 people? The ships lost in the second 
battle in orbit over SO-IV? Not a ball and chain you want to lug in 
with you before a tribunal, true or not. 

"More than likely they'll want to try to prosecute in a civilian 
court as wella€"if some crusader wants to drag this out into the 
light. A case like this... career-maker. And not just for him: the 
journo who breaks this and walks away with a pile of awards, the 
lobbyist who's against big defense, the up-and-coming populist all 
for greater UEG autonomy next election, for changea€"mart ial law 
never again . . . 

"The funny thing is, I'm not sure Seager actually had solid proof, 
that he had a named source within NHA or Onomori ' s staff who could 
testify or provide something tangible, but he brought his suspicions 
to his supervisora€"the proper channels. He was a patriot. He loved 
his governmenta€"they were fighting a goddamn important war. He 
didn't want to go to prison for treason. And that was his big 
mistake. See, it didn't matter if he had something concrete or 
nota€"whoever was receiving passed it on, and somebody else passed 
that on, and on and on until it made its way to Onomori himself. 
Onomori flipped his shit. Seager was a chance he couldn't take, so he 
jumped the gun. He had friends in the intelligence community, and 
with their help he was able to present an effective appeal to a very 
special, very private committee hearing. In 10 minutes flat he was 
able to convince them that Seager was an enemy of the state and 
needed to be eliminated. And so the order was passed back down 
through channels on and on down and down and ended up in the bowels 
of ONI black-ops. Seager must die, was the word." 

"So they killed him?" 

"They tried. It didn't work. And this was Onomori ' s greatest fuck up. 
At the end of it, all anybody involved knew was that they'd been set 
up on a dirty op, planned and executed with bad, unverified 
intelligence that had beena€"" 

"Passed on down and down..." 

"Five stars, pal. The kill order was rescinded, and Seager was 
relocated with ONI ' s blessing. The catch is, Seager made sure ONI and 
NHA knew that in the event of his death, some very esteemed 



journalists would go public with, first, the NHA-Onomori 
connect iona€"even if he just had his basket of breadcrumbs, his 
speculation, it'd be enough to do real damage all over the 
placea€"and second, the details of his attempted assassination by 
ONI. He was thorough with this one. He had the evidence to back up 
the existence of this black op that went oh so wrong." 

"If that leaked it'd turn pretty much everyone against ONI." 

"ONI would look bad, yeah. Another image nightmare for the image 
makers, and Seager's evidence just highlighted another one of its 
numerous black on black programs," Wyman admits. "But the last time I 
checked, as of this year there are dozens of ethics sub-committees 
mulling over 43 separate cases: incidents of confirmed UEG citizens 
murdered by ONI since at least Trebuchet . So is one dead 
whistleblower news? Not really. It's that heads tend to roll after a 
leak of that magnitude... even the good spies, the least deserving of 
us. Fear of that happeninga€"no end of the war in sight at that 
timea€"and it led to one more deal: ONI threatened to dump anything 
they had on Onomoria€"and I believe their threat wasn't an empty 
one... they've got dirt on just about every top soldier you can call 
to minda€"if Maness and NHA didn't foot the bill in making sure 
Seager was surrounded by armed protection all hours of the day, for 
the rest of his life. Or, at least until they could get a handle on 
who needed to be prosecuted after all this. 

"Don't ask how long but they eventually decided it wasn't worth the 
ef f orta€"that this brinkmanship could exist as the status quo. A 
band-aid solution: everyone keeps their mouth shut, and Seager gets 
to live a cushy life of leisure. By the time Seager dies from, you 
know, human mortality, Onomori and Maness will be long gone from this 
world. Not too bad a deal, if you ask me. 

"Just one issue," Wyman says, "Seager's gone missing." 

Choi's jaw goes slack. "You're kidding." 

"Right from under Maness's nose. He's not dead yet, or you would've 
felt the shockwaves. Floor collapsing. Be thankful for at least 
that . " 

"How do you know this?" 

"People talk, Russell. You know what Ginger told me just 
today? " 

"Nevermind. I don't want to know." 

"I do have my sources. Good information pays for itself. Like you and 
Kinetech, " Wyman says. "It was going to be a good one. Tough break. 

So I hear . " 

"Okay, so the take away of this story is we're not just screwed, 
we're really fucking screwed." 

"Don't feel too bad about it, though. None of this is your fault at 
all. You came into NHA blinda€"most everyone did. You just walked 
into it like it was a very intricate cartoon trap waiting to spring. 
Or like a rake, when you step on the tines..." 



"Are you telling me this is my best opt iona€"taking a loss? Shutting 
up? " 

"For Maness it is. Not you. You saw how fast he scrambled after the 
threat came through? They folded immediately. Not a good precedent to 
set. They know they have no other option, nothing to fight back with. 
And you know how blackmail goes," Wyman says. "Added to the fact 
they've been funnelling money into an account specifically set up as 
Seager's protection fund and allowancea€"they ' re not stingy, either. 
So they're misappropriating funds and skimming from shareholders, 
again, as far as a jury's concerned. If somebody really digs, who 
knows what other dirt they've got." 

"I have a feeling you do, though." 

"Yeah I might." 

"Fuck me . " 

"There is a reason I wanted to talk to you. You still have power as a 
board member." 

Choi shakes his head. "The vote's as good as done." 

"What if it wasn't?" 

"Well it is . " 

"It's not. Not if we lock it," Wyman says. "Has Maness talked 
toa€"what ' s her namea€"Gupta? " 

"Who, Virgin Mary? Maness won't go anywhere near her with a deal. 
She'd blow apart NHA herself if she caught wind of this. She was 
always going to be the odd one out." 

"So she's a no. And you're a no." 

"Meyers is a yes. Grant is a yes, and Maness is a big 
fata€"" 

"Abstain. He doesn't show. Doesn't come to work that morning, or any 
other morning." 

"How do you propose we get him to do that?" 

"We kill him, Russ," Wyman says. He makes a face like it's the most 
normal conclusion to arrive at. "Don't worry. He's olda€"it'll be 
really easy . " 

"You're a fucking loon," Choi says. He looks around to see if 
anyone's overheard them. He hisses, "What is wrong with you?" 

"Hey, Kinetech isn't dead. Not yet, at least. It will be if NHA 
acquires Annex Global. And as fucked as NHA is, it'll end up fine. 
Maness will end up more than fine. Parker will be a pariah, but, you 
know, fine. You on the other hand..." Wyman lets that linger for a 
beat. Choi hasn't left and he doesn't think he will. "Let me help 
you. Let me make sure NHA refuses the deal, and on top of that, stays 
untouched by this scandal. Fight back. No compromise. _That_ is your 
best option. And as far as they go I'm promising you pretty much the 



goddamn world." 


"So what do you want?" 

"I'm gonna need a little cash. That's all." 

"Assuming you're not one dedicated fucking grifter, remember how you 
said yourself I'm on the verge of losing everything? Nothing changed 
in the last thirty seconds." 

"That's a probable outcome that we're trying to make not happen," 
Wyman says. "I'm like a time traveler telling you how to not fuck up 
your life. That, or Moses. You're at a point where you still have 
something to your name. Don't you dare tell me otherwise." 

Choi begrudgingly says, "I can free up something. Maybe. Not a 
lot . " 

"I respect your penny-pinching, but it does no one any favours. If I 
were like a father to you I'd say keep it up, sport, but this isn't 
really a DIY project, you understand. You gotta hire out, " Wyman 
says. "You think I'm dropping by the hunting section of the AllMart 
and waiting the Mandatory Two? Submitting to the background check? 
That's not how this works. Hand to God I'm not trying to gouge 
you . " 

"Make me understand, first, because I've been trying: what do you get 

out of all this? You're not doing it for nothing. Not doing it for 

fun 

"Russell, look, I'm getting old," Wyman says. "That's no secret, 
right? I'm getting old, I wanna buy a yacht so I can put it in a 
marina. Live on a yacht. I want to be a yacht person but it's too bad 
I'm a pensioner. So you do the math. But I will say I'm no stranger 
to smart investment, not at all. If you do what I say, and I do what 
I say, we're going to make both Kinetech and NHA very, very rich. 
Instead of the opposite, if you sit on your hands and do nothing and 

let Maness have his way. So what do you think?" 

"I think I need to make a call." 

"If it's to Parker Conway, no matter what she says, think hard about 
what's best for her. She's a good woman. Doesn't deserve what 
Maness 's got in store for her." 

Choi nods. They watch the oil tankers drift in and out of the bay for 
a while. 

Wyman gets up and says, "One more thing. These guys who are 
blackmailing NHA. They leave a calling card? They kind of 
hands-on? " 

"Something like that." 

"Well that's good news, buddy. This is gonna go great." 


# 

They meet in a ballroom in the city. It's a grand, old lounge that's 
been invaded by a hipper sort of crowd. There's a grizzled group on 



stage filling the hall with brassy shrieks and a bassline that climbs 
the stairs. The crowd is into it, bobbing along, calling out at the 
end of the nastiest, dirtiest riffs. Above everything Rachel Wells 
stands on the upper level, a hand on the railing. She is here because 
of two things: one, Barney Maness from New Horizon Arms is dead. He 
was found that way, but Rachel knows he was killed. It wasn't even 
subtle. It was an alleyway kind of killing, the kind that slips into 
the second or third page of the newspaper because really Maness is a 
rich nobody. But it's news that drew Rachel out; she fell for a 
trap . 

Yesterday she sent a young woman called Clara B. to set NHA straight, 
to underline the necessity of giving in because Seager was still 
Rachel's, and she met with whoever in an isolated place that she 
shouldn't have ever been in alone. Clara B.'s missing, and that's 
reason number two why Rachel's here in this jazzy club listening to 
someone's blues. She has no other choice. She's been specifically 
requested by name, number, and street address. 

From behind she hears a handsome-smooth, "Hello, Doctor." 

She turns to see a snowy-haired man who's sidled up to her. He's aged 
well, his wrinkles really appearing when he beams and he does this a 
lot. Rachel says, "I know you." 

"Frank Wyman. We've probably met. I imagine we run in the same 
circles, you and me," he says. "You can bet I was surprised to learn 
it was you behind all of this. Masterminding things. It's a different 
shade on you, isn't it? I kinda like it." 

"What did she tell you?" Rachel is to the point. She knows Wyman is 
behind Clara B.'s disappearance. She has no idea what she is doing 
here with him tonight and has long-past given up this sexy 
give-and-take kind of conversation. 

Wyman becomes equally blunt. He says, "She sang, Rachel. She told me 
everything you told her. She gave you up and I didn't even ask her 
to. There's things she doesn't know, that I suppose you kept from 
her, but this right here is all that mattersa€"this meeting. Glad you 
came . " 

"You weren't asking," Rachel says. "So why am I here?" 

"I could turn you in. I have the power to do thata€"the right cards 
in my hand," Wyman says. "Or I could let you twist. Let you burn out, 
spinning. But I won't. Who wins if you're out of this? Not me, that's 
for sure . " 

"You're the one who took out Maness, aren't you? You just killed any 
chance of leverage I had. I don't possibly see how I can be useful to 
you, unless this isn't about that." 

"It absolutely is still about that. You have Seager. The man must be 
a wealth of information." 

"I don't know. That's not my concern." 

"It should be. Because I'm going to propose a deal I want you to 
consider and accept. Before you leave here, ideally," Wyman says. 
There's that bubbly forcefulness again. "What you need to do before 



anything, however, is take your claws out of New Horizon Arms 
completely. That ship sailed when Maness checked out." 

"The entire play revolves around NHAa€"how scared they are of getting 
taken down," Rachel says. "Despite Maness, like you said, I still 
have Seager. I could make a call and have him snuffed tonight. If I'm 
killing this thing, I want everyone who's going down with me to know 
they had their chance. Wartime conservatives are diehardsa€"military 
worship's a scary thing. I'm sure you know this. Some bad press, and 
nobody will invest in NHA again. Extinction of the human race, a war 
that big, nobody's forgetting for a good long while, maybe ever. You 
do not fuck with the men and women in uniform. You do not. It's 
political and social suicide. Always has been." 

"I know, Rachel, and you have my complete attention. Seager is one 
hell of a bargaining chip, no mistaking that. But I know what you're 
after. You want that big reconstruction contract. What if I told you 
I could deliver it right into your hands?" 

"I'd then ask how you plan on doing just that." 

"Enticing, isn't it?" Wyman says. "That's the simple part, Rachel. 
I'll call in some favours, get it done. I'll do it. Doc, I'll move 
Heaven and Earth for you. The effort you put into this, you deserve 
it. I'd almost have liked to see you pull it off. But I got a horse 
in this one. Can't afford to let you do things your way. So we'll do 
it mine, and all of us will get what we want. You, me, NHA." 

"What's the payoff for you?" 

"It's power. Power over a few within ONI. I might be retired but 
there are benefits in having that kind of control. You get results. 
You get favours. Information is a currency, right? Especially to 
people like us. I happen to know there's a very important and 
delicate meeting between delegates of the UEG, UNSC, and ONI that's 
going to occur in a couple of weeks. Budget concerns, if memory 
serves. There's going to be cuts, there's gonna be all kinds of 
upsets. Honestly, I can't wait. Because I have to think there'll be a 
few participants who ' d really appreciate it if the Onomori files were 
to suddenly turn up and become an impossible to ignore talking 
pointa€"and more than a few who won't." 

Rachel stares at him. It all sounds so shockingly petty, but she 
rides no high horse. Wyman knows this. If anyone would go along with 
this, she'd be the one. 

"It's all just leverage," Wyman continues. "Something you're 
intimately familiar with. If I recall, you realized the power of a 
secret 15 years ago. Back when you were the Auctioneer. When the 
order came down and Auction took a run at Seager and failed 
spectacularly . Blew the whole op. Made you look bad, made Auction 
look bad. You folks never really recovered from that one. Yeah I did 
my research on you. This info, sealed records, not so easy to come 
by, but see? Leverage in action. It just works. Fifteen years ago you 
got played, but you used it to your advantage in the end. You sat on 
the secret for all this time and it would've paid off." 

"If it wasn't for you." 

"If it wasn't for me. But again, I'm turning this into something 



greater for not only me, but you as well. The only loser here is 
Maness, " Wyman says. "Because he's dead. Forget him." 

"What do you want me to do?" 

"Seager knows things, right? We can agree on that. See, I want to 
control this leak. Get a lid on this whole thing. You planned for a 
shitstorm. I can't. We have to be smart about this now. Surgical," 
Wyman says. "I want those journalists. The leakers to be." 

"You're sending me on a fucking goose chase?" 

"Nice try. We both know he kept this small. It's too sensitive to 
dump or leave in the hands of would-be anarchists and egomaniacs, and 
Seager knew that. He's only alive because of it. That secret is his 
lifeline. He's a dead man walking if there wasn't complete trust 
between them." 

Rachel keeps her face straight but Wyman is correct. She knows all of 
this. She already knows all of the names of the leakers, except for 
one . 

Wyman says, "We can lean on them, control what gets out and what 
doesn't. But we can't do that if we don't know who they are exactly. 
So get to work on Seager, and get me names. All of them. We can't 
afford to have a wild card in the bunch that could fuck everything 
up. We're doing what ONI should have done years ago. This time 
around, we'll be the ones on top of this thing and we've got nothing 
to lose. But you need to get me those names, Rachel. So how about 
it?" 


Rachel already has her phone in her hand when she leaves because she 
said she'll do it, whatever he asked of her. She doesn't know what to 
make of Wyman. She knows better than to expect he's being straight 
with her because they are alike, deceitful by profession. But she's 
also a little shaken. Before she left she asked about her middleman 
Clara B. but Wyman shook his head and told her she was never part of 
the deal. Rachel didn't ask again and with that bluntness from him 
she fully understood what a man like Wyman is capable of. He's 
someone you don't fuck with because of what they might do to you or 
people in your life. Behind his stunning looks and likability there 
is something that scares her more than it should. A different kind of 
ruthlessness, that's casual and has an oblivious family and commutes 
to work. She knows what it is because she is the same. She has been 
him to so many othersa€"she and him are wired the same way and both 
have decades of experience at this deception game. And with this 
experience of hers she knows how these things usually end for people 
in her position. 

She'll get Brooke to start interrogating Seager because there is a 
chance he knows everyone he sent his material to but she is not 
hopeful. In truth he wasn't responsible for that. It was someone else 
who saved his life, who made sure ONI never touched a hair on his 
head, who knew all of the names including the one she doesn't. 

He was a rogue asset who botched the hit and who had been one of 
hers: Jeff Benson. He died on Reach in 2552. 


End 



f ile . 



